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L' exception  frangaise:  Exploring  the  Notion  of  Nation 

Elizabeth  Vitcmza  and  Bob  Hudson,  UCLA 


The  term  /  'exception  francaise  originally  conveyed  the 
belief  that  the  demand  for  human  rights  and  social  welfare  was 
unique  in  its  insight  and  place  in  French  national  culture.  Yet  this 
expression  has  since  given  way  to  contentious  notions  of  cultural 
purity,  resistance  to  the  perceived  effacement  of  French  culture 
and  criticism  of  supposedly  "foreign"  intrusions  within  that 
culture.  The  failed  EU  referendum,  the  2005  riots  and  the  heated 
2007  presidential  election  have  only  added  to  the  debate 
surrounding  the  term  and  its  usefulness:  today,  Jose  Bove  is  as 
much  a  proponent  of  the  exception  francaise  as  Jean-Marie  Le 
Pen. 

With  all  of  this  in  mind,  our  November  2006  conference 
set  out  to  explore  the  meaning,  manipulation  and  treatment  of 
I 'exception  francaise    over   time.  Papers    and    subsequent 

discussions  debated  the  role  this  notion  has  had  and  continues  to 
play  in  concepts  of  French  culture.  Our  keynote  speakers, 
Dudley  Andrew  and  Tyler  Stovall,  delivered  addresses  that 
spoke  to  the  term's  presence  in  concepts  of  French  cinema  and 
identity  politics.  Our  graduate  student  contributors  to  this  issue 
represent  the  variety  of  subjects  within  French  Studies  that 
continue  to  struggle  with  /  'exception  francaise.  From  film  to 
painting  to  queer  studies,  our  participants  analyze  the  ways  in 
which  the  notion  of  I 'exception  plays  a  role  in  the  French 
imaginary. 

Maud  Hilaire  Schenker  begins  with  a  case  study  of 
nineteenth-century  nationalist  Maurice  Barres.  Through  close 
readings  of  his  works,  she  argues  that  French  national  identity  is 
founded  less  on  universal  absolutes  than  on  the  need  for 
governments  to  assert  their  particular  vision  of  the  nation  while 
attributing  any  weaknesses  to  minority  groups  or  foreign 
adversaries.  In  a  similar  vein,  Nicole  Casfs  work  on  agrarian 
tropes  in  films  of  the  Occupation  reveals  how  French  farmers 
were  used  in  conflicting  cinematic  portrayals  of  French  life 


during  the  Second  World  War.  Her  analyses  show  how  founding 
national  ideas  such  as  the  French  exception  break  down  when 
they  become  all  things  to  all  people.  Postwar  French  artists  were 
particularly  sensitive  to  the  challenges  of  maintaining  France's 
artistic  heritage,  as  Rhiannon  Vogl  demonstrates  in  her  study  of 
the  anti-American  bent  of  several  artists  and  movements  of  the 
postwar  decades. 

Moving  toward  solutions  to  the  problems  presented  by 
/  'exception  frcmcaise,  Olivia  Gunn's  theoretical  reading  of  Andre 
Gide  and  Jean  Genet  breaks  down  the  notion  of ''queer-ness"  until 
it  becomes  an  alternative  way  out  of  the  tensions  between 
normative  ideals  of  Frenchness  or  citizenship.  The  increasingly 
important  issue  of  laicite  in  French  educational  policy  inspired 
Mireille  le  Breton's  study  of  its  double  standards  and  the  ways  in 
which  educators  and  students  have  begun  to  carve  out  their  own 
discourse  for  tolerance  in  the  debate  between  religion  and 
secular  French  society.  Finally,  Manuella  Tavares's  narrative  of 
her  own  visit  to  Los  Angeles  provides  a  foil  against  which  she 
tests  more  famous  French  perceptions  of  American  culture(s). 
Her  conclusions  prove,  as  did  our  entire  conference,  the 
impossibility  of  narrowing  any  national  identity  into  a  single 
expression  even  as  such  goals  appear  to  become  more  pressing  in 
an  ever-globalizing  world. 

-May  15,  2007 
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Le  nationalism e  de  Barres  :  Moi,  la  terre  et  les  morts 

Maud  Hi  I  aire  Schenker,  Universite  de  Paris  III 

L'oeuvre  de  Maurice  Barres,  chef  de  file  nationaliste, 
resonne  comme  un  chant  ininterrompu  a  la  gloire  de  la  Lorraine, 
reprenant  Fhymne  d'une  tradition  litteraire  qui,  apparue  aux 
lendemains  de  la  defaite  de  1870,  celebre  la  grandeur  et  les 
vertus  francaises  de  la  chere  province  perdue.  Pour  electriser  les 
foules,  Barres,  le  "litterateur  du  telToir,,  comme  Fappellent  ses 
adversaires,  compose  une  ode  elogieuse  orchestree  par  un  culte 
de  la  terre  et  des  morts  ou  alternent  air  heroique  et  contrepoint 
pathetique.  Toutefois  la  Lorraine  deviendra  le  leitmotiv  de  la 
variation  barresienne,  la  derniere  chance  de  rassembler  et  de 
canaliser  les  energies  francaises  a  partir  du  moment  ou  le 
nationalisme  sera  battu  en  politique  interieure.  Croyant  que 
"Fespoir  d'une  renaissance  nationale  puise  ses  forces  en  partie 
dans  la  resurrection  de  la  grandeur  nationale  passee"  (Lukacs 
24),  Barres  choisit  pour  protagoniste  de  son  opus,  Jeanne  d'Arc, 
Napoleon,  Boulanger  et  une  foule  d'anonymes.  Chaque 
personnage  est  un  masque,  un  autoportrait  notifiant  que  l'ceuvre 
est  avant  tout  une  peinture  de  Tame  de  Barres— Lorrain  et 
Francais — lui  permettant  de  voguer  entre  mythe  et  histoire,  la 
Lorraine  et  la  France.  Ces  trois  personnages,  par  leurs  exploits, 
leur  saintete,  leur  combat  et  leur  popularite,  sont  les  figures  de 
proue  du  nationalisme  des  annees  1870,  les  heros  tout  designes 
pour  jouer  le  role  de  la  France  conquerante,  tournee  vers  ses 
racines  et  apte  a  entendre  Fappel  patriotique.  Leur  mythologie 
va  contribuer  a  V unite  nationale,  au  renouveau  de  la  nation 
dechue.  La  nation  ideale  peuplee  de  heros,  de  doubles  de 
Fauteur  se  trouve  cristallisee  dans  la  Lorraine,  presentee  comme 
un  paradis  terrestre  a  reconquerir,  dont  Jeanne  d'Arc  est  la  sainte 
patronne  qui  trone  dans  le  nouveau  pantheon  erige  par  les  mots 
enflammes  de  Barres  meme.  Le  mystere  nationaliste  opere, 
Funite  de  la  divine  nation  s'incarne  dans  une  nouvelle  trinite  : 
Napoleon,    Victor    Hugo    et    Jeanne    d'Arc.       Assimilant    la 
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symbolique  chretienne,  le  nationalisme  y  sourd  comme  une 
nouvelle  religion  honorant  la  deesse  nation,  sacralisant  les  heros 
et  diabolisant  l'ennemi.  Hesitant  cependant  entre  la  Prairie  et  la 
Chapelle,  1* ideologic  barresienne  considere  avant  tout  le 
catholicisme  comme  un  trait  etemel  de  la  culture  francaise. 
Tombeau  a  la  gloire  de  personnages  illustres,  hymne  officiel, 
pastorale  aux  accents  elegiaques,  air  populaire  lorrain.  multiples 
sont  les  echos  qui  se  demarquent  de  ce  chant  national iste  de 
1900.  Cette  ceuvre  figeant  Fidentite  nationale,  mosaique 
d'individus.  doubles  du  Moi  qui  s'unifient  sous  une  meme 
banniere,  mythifie  les  evenements  reels  pour  dramatiser  une 
allegorie  de  la  France  en  lutte.  Cette  toile,  atypique,  egotiste  et 
nationaliste,  retentit  comme  une  oeuvre  transnationale  et 
internationale. 

I.  L'identite  nationale,  precipite  de  l'identite  individuelle 
embellie 

A.  Le  declin  de  la  France,  moteur  de  la  recherche  identitaire 

La  recherche  identitaire  barresienne  nait  d'une  prise  de 
conscience,  la  France  de  1870  est  malade,  "decerebree"  et 
"emietteV  (Barres,  Les  Deracines  616).  La  perte  de  FAlsace 
Lorraine  n'est  qu'un  symptome  supplementaire.  Les  causes  sont 
identifiees,  la  traitrise  des  "autres"  et  Foubli  par  les  nationaux  de 
leurs  origines  et  de  leur  tradition;  le  mal  est,  quant  a  lui,  nomme. 
le  deracinement,  et  le  traitement  est  donne  comme  un  retour  aux 
sources.  Barres  enumerent  ainsi  les  maux  qui,  selon  lui,  rongent 
la  societe  et  s'elevent  contre  "Fetranger  [qui],  comme  parasite, 
nous  empoisonne"  (Scenes  et  doctrines  du  nationalisme  386), 
contre  la  societe  d'argent  et  les  "prefets,  juges,  tresoriers, 
officiers  [qu'on  a  nommes]  parce  qu'ils  ont  Fargent  qui 
corrompt"  (386).  Le  theme  de  la  decadence  s'y  conjugue  avec  la 
haine  du  present,  la  nostalgie  d'un  age  d'or,  Feloge  de 
Fimmobilite  ou  de  la  perpetuation  du  passe  illustre,  Fapologie 
des  societes  elitaires,  la  nostalgie  du  sacre,  la  peur  de  la 
degradation  genetique,  la  censure  des  mceurs  et  Fanti- 
intellectualisme  (Winock   104).     Pour  relever  le  pays,  Barres 
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propose  ainsi  de  redonner  la  parole  au  petit  peuple,  a  "ces 
populations  qui  gardent  le  sang  de  la  nation"  {Scenes  et  doctrines 
du  nationalisme  108). 

II  s"  inspire  paradoxalement  des  penseurs  allemands  et 
notamment  des  Discours  a  la  nation  allemande  de  Johann 
Gottlieb  Fichte,  attribuant  la  defaite  de  la  Prusse  en  1806  a  la 
corruption  et  rappelant  le  devoir  de  transmission  des  vertus 
d'honneur  et  de  resistance  aux  tyrans  et  a  Fetranger: 

Vos  ancetres  melent  leur  voix  a  celle  qui  prononce  ces 
discours  et  vous  adjurent  eux  aussi.  Pensez  que,  par  ma 
bouche,  ce  sont  aussi  les  voix  de  vos  ancetres  les  plus 
eloignes  que  vous  entendez,  ceux  qui  ont  oppose  leurs 
corps  a  la  menace  de  la  monarchic  universelle  imposee 
par  Rome,  et  qui  ont  conquis  au  prix  de  leur 
independance  des  montagnes,  des  plaines  et  des  fleuves 
dont,  a  votre  epoque,  Fetranger  a  fait  sa  proie.  lis  vous 
crient:  "Soyez  nos  representants,  transmettez  notre 
souvenir  a  la  posterite,  aussi  rempli  d'honneur  et 
irreprochable  qu'il  etait  parvenu  jusqu' a  vous,  et  comme 
vous  vous  glorifiez  de  l' avoir  recu  et  d'etre  nos 
descendants"  (273). 

Devant  les  ambitions  galopantes  de  Napoleon  qui  menacent 
l'independance  des  Etats  allemands,  Fichte  se  pose  en  effet  en 
fervent  defenseur  du  developpement  d'une  conscience  nationale 
allemande  caracteristique  reposant  sur  un  protectionnisme 
culturel  et  une  fermeture  des  frontieres  pour  renforcer  la 
cohesion  du  pays.  Dans  un  contexte  politique  inverse,  dans  la 
mesure  ou  il  cherche  a  lutter  contre  F invasion  allemande,  Barres 
utilise  les  memes  procedes  rhetoriques  pour  faire  de  sa  Lorraine 
natale,  un  "lieu  de  memoire."  Les  deux  ceuvres,  qui  se 
distinguent  dans  leur  rapport  au  passe,  se  rejoignent  somme  toute 
dans  leur  volonte  de  ranimer  la  nation  moribonde  en  forgeant 
une  identite  nationale.  Pour  Fichte,  Famelioration  surgira  d'une 
education  commune  a  tous  les  Allemands  sans  distinction  de 
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classe  ou  de  sexe  et  pour  Barres,  la  remission  jaillira  d'une 
connaissance  de  la  culture  et  de  la  terre  ancestrales.  II  est  ainsi 
interessant  de  noter  la  recurrence  de  phenomenes  identiques  dans 
des  nations  dites  "ennemies'"'  qui,  dans  ce  cadre  precis, 
s'explique  par  la  notoriete  en  France  a  la  fin  du  dix-neuvieme 
siecle  des  Discours  de  Fichte.  Des  la  fin  du  dix-huitieme  siecle, 
sous  F impulsion  des  Revolutions  francaise  et  americaine,  chaque 
nation  va  ainsi  se  faire  Fimitateur  et  le  concurrent  de  sa  voisine 
dans  sa  quete  a  Fidentite. 

B.  L  'unification  de  la  France 

Aussi  des  la  fin  du  dix-huitieme  siecle,  suivant 
Fentreprise  des  Freres  Grimm,  il  se  forme  en  Europe  un  vaste 
atelier  transnational,  visant  a  recueillir  F heritage  des  ancetres  et 
a  en  diffuser  le  culte  (Thiesse  29).  Les  erudits  collectent  les 
chants,  legendes,  coutumes  et  superstitions,  qui  constituent  Fame 
du  pays  et  inventent  si  necessaire  pour  combler  les  pointilles 
generes  par  Foubli.  La  nation  est  deja  posee  comme  "la 
possession  en  commun  d'un  riche  legs  de  souvenirs"  (Renan  54). 
En  France,  Faccent  est  place  sur  Fhistoire  de  la  langue  accordee 
a  Fhistoire  de  la  nation  et  sur  F unification  linguistique  du  pays 
ouvrant  souvent  sur  un  chauvinisme  debordant.  Un  siecle  plus 
tard,  Barres  reprend  le  flambeau  face  au  regain  d'engouement 
pour  les  patois  et  le  regionalisme.  S'il  professe  alors  un  culte  de 
la  terre  et  des  morts  et  chante  les  louanges  de  la  Lorraine,  il 
n'aspire  nullement  a  la  surexposition  des  petites  patries  mais  a  la 
guerison  nationale.  Le  retour  a  la  terre  natale  et  la  connaissance 
de  la  culture  ancestrale  sont  ainsi  presents  pour  redonner  des 
reperes  a  la  jeunesse  egaree,  reiterant  le  modele  pernicieux  de 
Rastignac.  Barres,  le  "litterateur  du  tei-TGir,"  comme  Fappellent 
ses  adversaires,  qui  s'est  ainsi  pris  d'amour  pour  sa  Lorraine 
natale,  eprouve  le  fort  desir  de  faire  corps  avec  sa  patrie:  'Tavais 
de  la  satiete;  j'ai  voulu  conquerir  ma  patrie,  m'assurer  un 
tombeau,  une  concession  a  perpetuite  dans  le  mot  Lorraine  ou  je 
veux  incruster  le  mot  "Barres"  (Cahiers_239).  Les  ouvrages  de 
Barres  auront  ainsi  tous  partie  liee  avec  la  Lorraine  et  la  lutte 
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franco-allemande.  Chez  Barres,  le  "prince  de  la  jeunesse,"  la 
terre  est  indissociable  des  morts,  de  la  culture  ancestrale  dont 
elle  est  le  vestige.  A  travers  la  theorie  de  la  terre  et  des  morts, 
les  auteurs  nationalistes  et  notamment  Barres,  composent  un 
mythe  des  origines  et  de  la  parente  commune  soulignant  Tunite 
de  la  nation,  la  continuite  entre  les  generations,  entre  le  passe  et 
le  present  comme  le  montrent  notamment  les  nombreuses 
references  aux  aieux.  Ainsi,  dans  L  'Appel  an  Soldat,  Saint-Phlin 
et  Sturel  sont  a  la  recherche  de  leurs  racines,  sous  F  ascendance 
de  Goethe,  qui,  lui-meme  sous  1' influence  de  Du  Bellay,  affirme: 

Heureux  celui  qui  se  souvient  avec  plaisir  de  ses  peres; 
qui  entretient  avec  joie  Fetranger  de  leurs  actions,  de 
leur  grandeur,  et  qui  goute  une  satisfaction  secrete  a  se 
voir  le  dernier  anneau  d'une  belle  chaine.  Heureux  celui- 
la,  car  une  race  n'enfante  pas  soudain  le  demi-dieu  ni  le 
monstre:  c'est  seulement  une  suite  de  mechants  ou  de 
bons  qui  produit  a  la  fin  Fhorreur  ou  la  joie  du  monde 
(889). 

L'attachement  extreme  de  Barres  aux  cimetieres,  lieux  du 
souvenir,  lieux  de  communion  avec  les  morts  et  avec  le  passe, 
est  aussi  a  considerer  comme  un  sentiment  de  fidelite  aux 
ancetres,  a  ce  qu'ils  ont  transmis.  Celebrant  Funion  des  morts  et 
des  vivants  enchaines  au  meme  destin,  il  s'inscrit  dans  la  lignee 
de  Chateaubriand,  la  voix  d'outre-tombe,  et  de  Michelet, 
historien  "qui  vivait  en  s'abreuvant  du  sang  des  morts"  (Bouillier 
113).  Cependant,  Funite  nationale  se  revelera  factice,  tant  le 
nous  national  se  reduira  a  un  ensemble  de  doubles  du  Moi. 

C.  La  nation  ideale,  line  projection  du  Moi  embelli 

A  premiere  lecture,  le  nous  semble  en  effet  englober  tout 
le  peuple  francais  mais  rapidement  le  lecteur  prend  conscience 
que  le  nous  refere  a  un  groupe  restreint.  Le  nationalisme  se 
teinte  d'aristocratisme.  Aussi  dans  Le  Roman  de  1'energie 
nationale,  abrege  d'education  reserve  a  la  jeunesse  bourgeoise, 
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le  pronom  personnel  nous  ne  rassemble  que  la  jeunesse  francaise 
revoltee  qui  peut  survivre  dans  le  cloaque  parisien,  grace  a  son 
origine  bourgeoise.  II  exclut  volontairement  les  boursiers  et  les 
pauvres,  condamnes  par  leur  origine  sociale  a  devenir  des 
criminels.  Du  roman  se  degage  ainsi  une  le9on  particuliere  en 
vertu  de  laquelle  la  moralite  de  Findividu  depend  de  F  argent 
dont  il  dispose,  "le  spirituel  est  conditionne  par  le  materiel" 
(Bouillier  133).  Echo  d'un  elitisme  social  et  intellectuel,  le 
nationalisme  barresien  se  fait  done  le  porte-parole  d'une  jeunesse 
bourgeoise,  enracinee  dans  un  ensemble  de  valeurs  morales  et 
nationales.  Le  nous  national  ne  re  fere  ainsi  qu'a  des  doubles  de 
Barres. 

Chaque  personnage  elabore  a  partir  d' elements 
autobiographiques  est  en  effet  1* immortalisation  d'une  part  du 
Moi  ou  de  Fanti-Moi.  Ainsi,  dans  Le  Roman  de  I'energie 
nationale  Francois  Sturel  partage  avec  son  createur  le  meme 
temperament,  delicat  et  nerveux,  la  meme  fascination  pour 
TOrient  incarne  en  Astine  Aravian,  et  le  meme  parcours,  il 
evoque  "Faventure"  nationaliste,  Fenthousiasme  face  au 
boulangisme  naissant.  Saint-Phi  in,  riche  proprietaire  enracine 
dans  sa  terre  natale,  quant  a  lui,  personnifie  la  theorie  de  la  terre 
et  des  morts  et  Rcemerspacher,  lui,  represente  Fesprit  critique  et 
la  raison.  Suret-Lefort  pourrait  incarner  Fetudiant  en  droit 
opportuniste  et  ambitieux  que  le  pere  de  Barres  aurait  aime  que 
son  fils  soit. 

Deracine,  il  est  comme  Renaudin,  homme  d'affaires  sans 
scrupules,  le  reflet  de  Fanti-moi  de  Fauteur,  de  tout  ce  qu'il 
execre,  les  parlementaires,  la  noblesse  d'argent,  etc.  Tout  tourne 
done  autour  du  moi,  les  paysages  refletent  ses  etats  d'ame,  les 
personnages  en  sont  des  reproductions  fragmentees  et  la  nation 
est  une  projection  de  ses  aspirations.  Barres  erige  ainsi  un 
veritable  culte  egotiste  visant  a  la  preservation  du  Moi  qui  se 
pervertit,  selon  lui,  au  contact  des  autres  considered  comme  des 
barbares  mais  qui  se  regenere  en  puisant  sa  seve  dans  la  terre 
ancestrale:  "Ma  tache,  puisque  mon  plaisir  m'y  engage,  est  de 
me  conserver  intact.     Je  m'en  tiens  a  degager  mon  moi  des 
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alluvions  qu'y  rejette  sans  cesse  le  fleuve  immonde  des 
barbares"  (Sous  1'ceil  des  barbares  164).  Le  culte  du  moi,  lutte 
contre  1'  autre  pour  preserver  son  integrite,  son  identite,  peut  etre 
vu  comme  une  synthese  de  1" ideologic  nationaliste  barresienne 
qui  prone  la  seule  existence  de  1"  identite  nationale  au  detriment 
de  Falterite.  Cette  theorie  narcissique  poussee  a  F  extreme, 
orientee  vers  le  racisme,  brutalise  F  autre  qui  devient  un  veritable 
bouc  emissaire.  Barres  modele  ainsi  un  monde  a  son  image  dont 
il  va  s'attacher  a  remodeler  Fhistoire  pour  qu'elle  se  confonde 
avec  celle  du  Moi  et  a  reecrire  la  marche  du  monde  pour 
mythifier  et  dramatiser  sa  vision  de  FHistoire. 

II.  La  Reinvention  de  l'Histoire  nationale 

A  Faube  du  dix-neuvieme  siecle,  les  nations  n'ont  pas 
encore  d'histoire  continue,  complete,  elles  ne  disposent  que 
d'une  narration  parcellaire  dont  Fessentiel  est  encore  a  ecrire.  A 
la  fin  du  siecle,  les  nations  se  trouvent  en  possession  d'un  recit 
continu — acheve  si  la  nation  a  accede  a  son  independance, 
annonciateur  d'un  avenir  radieux  si  le  combat  pour  la  liberie  est 
encore  a  mener.  Deux  genres  litteraires  ont  alors  contribue  a 
combler  les  pointilles  de  FHistoire  :  le  roman  historique — qui,  ne 
au  moment  de  la  chute  de  Napoleon  avec  Walter  Scott,  fait  de 
Fhistoire  la  dynamique  principale  du  recit  et  des  personnages  les 
reflets  de  Fepoque  evoquee — et  le  roman  national — qui,  lui, 
transforme  Fhistoire  en  instrument  de  propagande,  en  outil 
indispensable  a  la  formation  identitaire.  Ce  dernier  reinvente 
Fhistoire  dans  un  but  bien  particulier  :  repondant  aux  attentes 
d'une  deuxieme  etape  de  la  construction  identitaire,  apres  la 
determination  des  ancetres  et  de  leurs  hauts  faits,  la  mise  en 
valeur  du  lien  entre  Foriginel  et  le  present,  soit  Fecriture  d'un 
Bildungsroman  dont  la  nation  serait  le  personnage  principal 
(Thiesse  16). 

A.  L' invention  du  passe  recent:  "Inventer  au  fond  c'est  se 
souvenir"  (Nerval  451) 
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Aussi  Barres  reecrit-il  le  passe  recent,  Fhistoire  des 
annees  1870-1871,  sous  couvert  de  realisme,  pour  qu'elle 
s'accorde  a  son  ideologic  L'analyse  de  Barres  non  objective 
laisse  transpirer  son  antidreyfusisme  qui  devient  la  cle  de  sa 
revision  de  Fhistoire.  II  souligne  la  causalite  des  evenements, 
leurs  enchainements,  leurs  consequences,  invisibles  aux  yeux  des 
acteurs  de  Fepoque.  Le  passe  devient  "le  reflet  historique  des 
problemes  d*aujourd*hui  [...],  une  prehistoire  abstraite  des 
problemes  qui  preoccupent  le  present"  (Lukacs  10).  Aussi 
T  affaire  Dreyfus,  en  1894,  remettant  en  cause  les  grands 
principes  moraux  et  politiques,  assenant  a  la  France  le  coup  fatal, 
est  percue  comme  "le  signal  tragique  d'un  etat  general"  (Barres, 
Scenes  et  doctrines  du  nationalisme  73),  comme  la  consequence 
inevitable,  de  F absence  de  consensus  national. 

En  1885,  a  Fheure  ou  se  deroulent  Les  Deracines,  il 
conceit  encore  FEurope  comme  un  ensemble  harmonieux 
s'appuyant  sur  trois  nations — la  France,  FAllemagne, 
FAngleterre:  "Si  Fun  de  ces  flambeaux  disparaissait,  Fhumanite 
chancellerait"  (Barres,  "Un  mauvais  Francais,"  Les  Tdches 
d'Encre).  Sa  fermeture  d'esprit  s'explique  par  Fexistence  de 
deux  nationalismes:  un  "nationalisme  ouvert"  ou  la  nation, 
genereuse  et  hospitaliere,  solidaire  des  autres  nations  en 
formation,  est  penetree  d'une  mission  civilisatrice  et  un 
"nationalisme  clos,"'  exclusif,  defmissant  la  nation  par 
Felimination  des  intrus,  qui  surgit  periodiquement  en  temps  de 
grandes  crises  (Winock  37).  Aussi  est-il  evident  que 
"Fexperience  de  1870,  celle  du  jeune  garcon  traumatise  par  la 
defaite,  [est]  une  elaboration  tardive,  une  experience  revecne, 
[...]  un  souvenir  ulterieurement  dramatise  et  erige  en  systeme" 
(Stemhell  31-32).  Barres  se  reinvente  une  histoire  persomielle 
qui  epouse  les  affres  de  Fhistoire  nationale  pour  rendre  credible 
son  engagement  et  souligner  la  solidarite  du  Moi  et  de  la  nation. 
Ainsi,  dans  ses  Cahiers,  il  se  presente  comme  un  temoin  des 
exactions  allemandes  alors  qu'en  realite  il  se  trouvait  chez  un 
cousin  a  Nancy  loin  des  scenes  d'horreur  decrites:  "Quand  on  a 
vu  ces  scenes  d'assassinat  et  ces  incendies  de  maisons,  tous  les 
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divers  pacifismes  peuvent  contribuer  a  tuer  Funion,  on  est  fixe 
sur  la  sale  race1''  (cite  dans  Roussel  VI).  Barres  se  reinvente  une 
histoire  personnelle  pour  accroitre  le  credit  de  ses  dires  quand  il 
se  pose  en  fervent  defenseur  outrage  de  la  patrie  perdue.  Les 
evenements  rapportes  dans  Le  Roman  de  I'energie  nationale  ne 
sont  pas  simplement  retranscrits,  ils  sont  interpreter,  mis  en 
scene,  gorges  de  Fesprit  de  revanche  de  Barres,  qui  selectionne 
ses  mots  empreints  de  tragique  et  de  souffrance  pour  soulever  les 
cceurs  et  la  haine  contre  Fennemi:  "la  question  de  F Alsace- 
Lorraine  [...est  comme]  un  fait,  une  plaie"  (Scenes  et  doctrines 
du  nationalisme  256).  La  temporalite  reflete  les  ideaux  et  met  en 
lumiere  deux  univers  :  la  triste  realite  parisienne  et  la  riante 
Lorraine. 

B.  L  'invention  du  futur :  I  'etemel  present  on  la  repetition 
mecaniqae  dn  passe 

Le  temps  nationaliste,  qui  attend  etrangement  un  Age 
d'Or  qui  s'est  deja  produit  dans  un  Ici  ou  un  Ailleurs  temporel, 
met  F  accent  sur  les  liens  entre  passe  et  present,  sur  les  "petites 
patries,1'  conservatoires  de  Fantan  heroique  qui  se  repetera  dans 
un  avenir  plus  ou  moins  proche.  Le  passe  n'est  interprete  que 
dans  Fattente  du  futur.  Barres  fonde  ainsi  son  nationalisme  sur 
la  formule  de  Michelet  enoncant  que  "de  la  deduction  du  passe 
francais  decoulera  pour  F avenir,  la  mission  de  la  France"  (cite 
dans  Roussel  XII).  Mais  si  le  passe  tient  une  place 
preponderate  dans  Fideologie,  le  futur  n'est  que  peu  cite, 
comme  si  tacitement  le  lecteur  devait  comprendre  que  le  passe 
evoque  est  une  vision  du  futur.  La  Lorraine  de  Barres  repond  au 
"chronotope  idyllique"  traduisant  un  attachement  organique  a  un 
lieu  au  temps  cyclique,  ou  vecurent  les  ancetres  et  ou  vivront  les 
descendants  en  communion  avec  la  nature  (Bakhtine  367).  Le 
temps  n'y  a  plus  de  prise,  les  jours  se  suivent  mecaniquement,  le 
present  y  est  eternel. 

Toutefois  cette  temporalite  plate  coexiste  avec  une  autre 
temporalite  lineaire  ponctuee  d' evenements,  de  soubresauts, 
celle  des  "deracines,"  des  individus  qui  ont  perdu  leur  culture 
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originelle.  Perdre  sa  culture  est  un  signe  de  degenerescence, 
d'affaiblissement  qui  obstrue  les  chances  d'avenir.  Barres  prone 
done  pour  s' assurer  un  rutur  un  retour  a  la  terre  natale,  au 
berceau  de  la  culture,  presentee  comme  un  paradis  terrestre 
baigne  d'eternite.  La  conception  du  temps  de  Barres  s'illustre  a 
travers  les  propos  de  Saint-Phlin,  Tun  de  ses  doubles 
romanesques,  qui  vantent  les  merites  de  la  Lorraine,  "petite 
patrie"  inchangee  depuis  des  siecles,  fruit  de  traditions 
ancestrales.  A  son  arrivee  en  Lorraine,  Sturel,  autre  double 
romanesque  de  Barres,  constate  lui-meme,  le  decalage  entre  la 
modernite  parisienne,  fugitive  et  le  temps  lorrain,  eternel, 
enracine  dans  son  passe  et  dans  sa  culture  authentique:  "Ces 
profondes  campagnes  du  Barrois  interposaient  un  siecle  au 
moins  entre  Sturel  et  Paris  !"  (L  'Appel  au  solclat  889).  La 
Lorraine  vit  au  rythme  des  "habitudes  accumulees"  (Barres, 
L' Appel  au  soldat  891),  expression  qui  traduit  bien  l'eternel 
present  dans  lequel  est  enlisee  la  Lorraine:  "Ce  qu'il  y  a  de 
puissant  ici,  disait  Sturel,  e'est  que  Ton  sent  les  siecles,  la 
continuite  de  volonte  qu'il  a  fallu  pour  creer  ce  paysage" 
(Barres,  L' Appel  au  soldat  890).  II  existe  ainsi  une  double 
temporalite  :  Tune  obeissant  aux  lois  continuelles  de  la  tradition 
et  de  la  permanence,  Tautre  suivant  les  lois  de  Thistoire,  de  la 
succession  d'evenements,  de  la  rupture.  L'optimisme  qui  devrait 
alors  innerver  Toeuvre,  desireuse  d'ameliorer  la  condition  de  la 
patrie,  est  tout  relatif  dans  la  mesure  ou  le  Bonheur  n'est  reserve 
qu'aux  seuls  elus  et  ou  Thistoire  suit  un  schema  preetabli. 

C.  Lefutur,  reinvention  tragique  du  passe 

La  fatalite  revet  divers  aspects  a  travers  la  litterature  du 
dix-neuvieme  siecle,  elle  n'apparait  pas  seulement  dans  une 
vision  chretienne  souvent  manicheenne  du  monde,  elle  prend 
aussi  parfois  une  dimension  plus  materielle  et  rationnelle,  qui 
resurgira  dans  le  fatalisme  barresien.  Aussi  Stendhal  et  Balzac 
presument-ils  Texistence  d'une  sorte  de  detenninisme  de  la 
societe  ou  la  fatalite  n'est  pas  oeuvre  divine  mais  oeuvre  sociale. 
Politisant  et  modernisant  la  fatalite,  Barres  vise  a  demontrer  un 
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determinisme  biologique  et  social  affirmant  que  seules  les 
populations  issues  cTun  milieu  aise  et/ou  enracinees  dans  la 
culture  seculaire — soit  la  conception  du  Francais  modele  selon 
Barres — peuvent  reussir.  Selon  Barres,  Fhomme  n'agit  pas 
librement,  ses  actes  sont  determines  par  des  facteurs  exterieurs  a 
sa  volonte  tels  que  sa  condition  sociale  et  ses  aptitudes 
physiques.  Pour  mettre  en  scene  le  principe  de  predestination,  il 
developpe  une  metaphore  filee  vegetale,  notamment  presente 
dans  le  terme  barresien  deracine: 

Creer  un  Etat  catholique  autour  de  Treves  et  comme  une 
haie  austrasienne  contre  le  vent  de  Prusse  si  dangereux  a 
nos  plantes  fran9aises  ...,  et  puis  soutenant  de 
provincialisme  notre  patriotisme,  cultiver  sur  notre  sol 
lorrain  les  especes  locales,  parce  qu'elles  resistent  mieux 
a  Fenvahissement  des  graines  d'outre-Rhin.  (L  'Appel 
auSoldat  961) 

Barres,  concevant  la  nation  et  Findividu  comme  la  continuite  de 
ce  qui  a  ete,  de  ce  qui  est  et  de  ce  qui  sera,  exclut  le  principe  de 
libre  arbitre  et  refuse  a  Fhomme,  simple  chainon  d'une  longue 
lignee,  le  statut  de  sujet  de  FHistoire.  Selon  Barres, 
deterministe,  "(T)he  universe  is  all  of  a  piece,  which  means  that 
the  future  can  be  one  and  only  one'*  (Morson  83).  C'est 
pourquoi,  il  recourt  au  procede  defini  par  Gary  S.  Morson,  le 
"backshadowing,"  presentant  le  passe  comme  porteur  de  signes 
presageant  ce  qui  arrivera  dans  le  futur  ou  dans  le  present  et  se 
caracterisant  par  la  formule  "il  aurait  du  savoir."  Aussi  aurait-on 
du  savoir,  dans  Foptique  elitiste  de  Barres,  que  Mouchefrin, 
boursier,  deviendrait  un  criminel.  Dans  Fceuvre  barresienne,  les 
deracines,  ceux  qui  ont  voulu  echapper  a  leur  destinee,  se 
retrouvent  toujours  rattraper  par  le  fatum  comme  dans  les 
tragedies  antiques.  Ainsi,  Mouchefrin,  malgre  ses  efforts, 
F acquisition  d'une  bourse  d' etudes  et  le  depart  pour  Paris,  ne 
peut  eviter  Faccomplissement  de  son  miserable  sort.  Un  homme 
pour  atteindre  a  son  plein  epanouissement  doit  reproduire  sans 
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chercher  a  Tameliorer  ou  a  le  modifier  ce  que  ses  peres  ont  fait 
avant  lui.  Le  determinisme  barresien  est  directement  issu  de  la 
theorie  de  la  terre  et  des  morts  faisant  de  l'homme  le  fruit  de  la 
terre  et  la  continuite  de  ses  ancetres.  Cette  theorie,  centre 
nevralgique  de  Toeuvre  de  Barres,  va  aussi  innerver  sa  religion 
de  la  nation. 

III.  La  religion  de  la  nation 

Pour  s'arroger  une  part  affective  et  spirituelle,  le 
nationalisme  prend  souvent  les  allures  d'une  nouvelle  religion, 
d'une  union  sacree  entre  les  hommes  de  la  nation.  La  mystique 
est  au  coeur  de  toutes  les  ideologies  politiques  totalitaires  ou 
totalisantes,  qui  veulent  occuper  toutes  les  spheres  de  la  societe 
et  combattre  tout  ce  qui  est  exterieur  a  elles-memes.  Ainsi,  selon 
Carlton  Hayes  (15-18),  le  communisme,  ne  tolerant  aucune  autre 
religion  rivale  en  particulier  le  christianisme,  promet  le  paradis 
terrestre,  possede  ses  propres  saints,  ses  martyrs,  ses  doctes  et 
ses  heretiques;  sa  propagande  marie  constamment  langage 
religieux  et  politique.  Le  nationalisme  utilise  le  meme 
stratageme,  il  essaie  de  reunir  les  masses  populaires  au  passe  et 
au  futur  de  leur  nation.  L'usage  du  langage  religieux  en 
politique  n'est  pas  nouveau,  Tabsolutisme  de  droit  divin  en  est 
un  parfait  exemple,  la  religion  est  la  pour  dormer  un  aspect  sacre 
au  pouvoir  temporel  et  donner  du  credit  a  Tautorite.  II  est  plus 
etrange  de  voir  que  la  periode  des  Lumieres,  qui  combat 
Tobscurantisme  et  developpe  le  scepticisme  vis-a-vis  du 
christianisme,  regorge  de  ce  vocable  sacre  pour  evoquer  PEtat 
national.  En  1848,  apparait  aussi  toute  une  litterature  mettant  en 
scene  le  Jesus  revolutionnaire,  le  sans-culotte  de  Nazareth  mais 
Fessor  du  Christ  republicain,  de  TEvangile  social  est  de  courte 
duree  (Bowman  90). 

Le  lien  etroit  entre  nationalisme  et  christianisme 
s'explique  peut-etre  par  le  fait  que  le  nationalisme  a  d'abord 
emerge  parmi  des  peuples  traditionnellement  Chretiens,  et  en  tant 
que  nouvelle  religion,  le  nationalisme  a  naturellement  emprunte 
et  adapte  a  son  ideologic  les  coutumes  et  usages  de  la  Chretiente: 
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il  a  ses  processions  (defile  du  14  juillet  par  exemple),  ses 
pelerinages  (sur  la  terre  de  Jeanne  d"Arc),  ses  jours  saints  (fetes 
nationales)  et  ses  temples  (les  monuments  nationaux).  A 
Forigine  des  nations  se  trouve  bien  souvent  une  legende,  une 
parabole  racontant  comment  la  nation  a  ete  elue  et  chargee  d'une 
mission  :  la  France  par  exemple  aurait  ete  creee  parce  qu'une 
colombe  venue  du  Paradis  a  oint  un  fondateur  (Clovis)  d'une 
huile  sacree,  ou  a  ete  sauvee  parce  qu'une  de  ses  martyres 
(Jeanne  d'Arc)  a  entendu  des  voix  divines  (Boyd  314).  Le 
caractere  religieux  de  la  nation  n'est  done  pas  une  croyance 
nouvelle,  il  appartient  a  ses  anciens  mythes  tacitement  admis  qui 
contribuent  a  la  cohesion  nationale.  Adaptant  ces  vieux  mythes 
aux  nouvelles  realites,  les  auteurs  nationalistes  creent  une 
nouvelle  religion,  syncretique,  placant  Thomme  et  la  nation, 
organisme  vivant  au  centre  de  son  culte. 

A.  La  conception  de  la  religion:  la  Prairie,  la  Chapelle  et  le 
catholicisme 

Suis-je  croyant  ?  Suis-je  athee  ?  Voila  de  bien  grands 
problemes  que  j'ai  mal  medites,  que  je  n'ai  pas  juges, 
tranches,  mais  j'ai  un  mouvement  de  veneration  et  si 
j'avais  une  crise  religieuse,  ce  qu'on  appelle  un 
mouvement  de  la  Grace,  je  voudrais  qu'il  fut  catholique. 
(Barres,  Cahiers  (1906)  44) 

Maurice  Barres  aime  la  religion  catholique,  mais  les 
flottements  et  les  questionnements  demontrent  un  esprit 
contrarie,  meurtri  par  la  volonte  de  faire  sienne  une  religion  qui 
lui  reste  toujours  un  peu  etrangere.  Barres,  malgre  son  education 
religieuse,  reste  syncretique,  eloigne  de  la  doctrine  chretienne, 
dont  il  ne  retient  que  le  lien  avec  la  terre  et  le  role  civilisateur. 

Si  le  terme  "catholicisme,,  est  recurrent  dans  la  prose  de 
Barres,  il  est  considere  comme  un  element  constitutif  de  la 
culture  francaise,  de  la  cohesion  nationale,  avant  que  d'etre 
envisage  comme  un  credo.   Le  nationalisme  francais  cherche  en 
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effet  alors  son  fondement  dans  le  catholicisme  alors  que  la 
communaute  germanique  se  construit  sur  la  notion  de  sang  et  de 
race  (Birnbaum  289).  Barres  dira  meme  a  ce  sujet  dans  le 
Bulletin  officiel  de  la  Ligue  de  la  patrie  francaise  du  1CT  Janvier 
1907: 

Je  considere  que  la  nationality  francaise  est  liee 
etroitement  au  catholicisme,  qu'elle  s'est  formee  et 
developpee  dans  une  atmosphere  catholique  et  qu'en 
essayant  de  detruire,  d'arracher  de  la  nation  ce 
catholicisme.  si  etroitement  lie  a  toutes  nos  manieres  de 
sentir,  vous  ne  pouvez  pas  prevoir  tout  ce  que  vous 
arracherez. 

Catholicisme  et  nation  francaise  sont  deux  termes 
intrinsequement  lies  chez  Barres.  II  existe  ainsi  une  distinction 
entre  ce  qui  releve  de  la  culture,  le  catholicisme  et  ce  qui 
appartient  au  domaine  de  la  foi,  un  syncretisme  alliant  la  Prairie 
et  la  Chapelle.  Son  dilemme  s'exprime  pleinement  dans  le 
dialogue  de  la  Prairie  et  de  la  Chapelle  dans  La  Colline  inspiree  : 

Je  suis,  dit  la  prairie,  Tesprit  de  la  terre  et  des  ancetres 
les  plus  lointains,  la  liberte,  T inspiration.  La  chapelle 
repond:  "(J)e  suis  la  regie,  Tautorite,  le  lien;  je  suis  un 
corps  de  pensees  fixes  et  la  cite  ordonnee  des  ames." 
(735) 

Vivant  dans  le  present,  mais  profondement  ancre  dans  la  culture 
des  "morts,,,  Barres  formule  une  religion  alliant  ces  deux  faces, 
le  nationalisme.  Plus  tard,  Barres,  las  de  la  politique  et  du 
nationalisme,  ecrira  dans  ses  Cahiers  qu'il  "[sent]  depuis 
quelque  temps  [qu'il]  glisse  du  nationalisme  vers  le 
catholicisme.  Le  nationalisme  manque  d'infini"  (cite  dans 
Roussel  LXXXIV).  Cette  citation  placant  sur  un  meme  plan 
T ideologic  et  la  foi  prouve  que  le  nationalisme  est  bien  pressenti 
comme  une  nouvelle  religion. 
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B.  La  sacralisation  des  heros 

Barres  va  instaurer  un  code  moral,  composer  une  vie  des 
saints,  des  grands  hommes  federateurs  comme  Napoleon,  Jeanne 
d'Arc  et  Victor  Hugo  et  diaboliser  Fennemi  pour  illustrer  les 
rudiments  de  sa  nouvelle  religion.  Aussi  le  chapitre  "Au 
tombeau  de  Napoleon"  (Les  Deracines  605-616),  veritable  recit 
hagiographique,  transfigure-t-il  les  sept  Lorrains  en  "jeunes 
pelerins"  (606)  devant  des  reliques.  Barres  participe  au  mythe 
alors  en  vogue  de  Napoleon,  "qui  electrise  les  ames"  (608)  en 
s'inspirant  des  Memoires  d'outre-tombe  (III,  24)  de 
Chateaubriand  qui  s'insurge  contre  le  mythe  deja  installe,  contre 
le  "despotisme  de  sa  memoire,"  avant  de  flnir  par  ceder  a  une 
fascination  secrete.  Barres  laissant  percer  son  admiration, 
transforme  le  temps  historique  en  un  temps  mythique.  Napoleon 
est  d'abord  un  heros,  au  sens  amoindri  du  terme,  un  homme  qui 
accomplit  des  exploits  et  remporte  des  victoires  sur  le  champ  de 
Bataille;  mais  il  est  aussi  un  heros  au  sens  antique  du  terme,  un 
demi-dieu;  affuble  du  meme  attribut  homerique  qu'Achille,  il 
devient  'Thomme  d'airain"  (606).  Le  substantif  "heros"  et  ses 
derives  lexicaux  et  semantiques  abondent:  "rumeur  heroique,\ 
"clairon  epique",  "cesar-cadavre'"  [etc.]  (606-607).  L  'Odyssee 
apparait  de  maniere  plus  explicite  plus  loin: 

Quand  le  heros  de  V  Odyssee  selon  les  rites  de  la  vieille 
necromancie  a  verse  le  sang  chaud  des  brebis,  les  ames 
des  trepasses  montent  en  essaim  de  Tabime  [...].  Par  la 
seule  vertu  de  la  flevre  que  Napoleon  met  dans  leurs 
veines,  Sturel,  Roemerspacher,  Suret-Lefort,  peuplent  de 
fantomes  les  fastueux  espaces  des  Invalides.  (609) 

Puis  la  mythographie  se  transforme  en  etude  litteraire 
repertoriant  les  occurrences  poetiques  et  romanesques  de 
Napoleon  en  Europe  en  prenant  soin  d'occulter  F  image  negative 
donnee  par  certains  auteurs  comme  Madame  de  Stael  dans  De 
I'Allemagne  ou  Chateaubriand  dans  De  Buonaparte  et  des 
Bourbons.      Napoleon   s'affiche   finalement  en  "PROFESSEUR 
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D'ENERGE"  (typographic  de  l'auteur)  dont  l'expression  est 
repercutee  par  les  expressions  "lecon  exaltante,"  "carrefour 
d' energies"  et  le  verbe  "electriser."  II  est  un  catalyseur  apte  a 
rassembler  la  France  aujourd'hui  dechue  comme  l'indique 
1'  opposition  constante  entre  "disperse"  /  "concentree"  et 
"condensee"  (607)  ou  entre  "singulier  /  universel"  et  "unite  / 
multiplicity"  (607).  A  travers  ce  portrait  biaise,  Barres  degage 
les  "traits  eternels  de  la  France,"  V esprit  de  conquete  et  la 
perseverance.  Les  jeux  de  symetrie  entre  les  portraits  de 
Napoleon,  de  Victor  Hugo  et  de  Jeanne  d'Arc  suggerent  combien 
Barres  aspire  a  occuper  toutes  les  spheres  de  la  societe — le 
politique,  le  militaire,  le  litteraire  et  le  sacre — et  a  renouveler  le 
mythe  romantique  du  poete  tout-puissant. 

Jeanne  d'Arc  connait  en  effet  la  meme  deification  et 
conforte  cette  trinite  nationale.  Dans  Le  Mystere  en  pleine 
lumiere,  Barres  ne  peut  contenir  son  admiration  qui  inonde  le 
texte  et  transforme  la  "petite  fille"  en  "fameuse  heroine"  (869), 
en  "heroique  Jeanne"  (869).  Cette  courte  biographie 
excessivement  elogieuse  ou  le  lexique  religieux  abonde  decrit 
egalement  la  visite  de  la  terre  natale  de  Jeanne,  de  ce  "lieu  saint" 
(Le  Mystere  en  Pleine  Lumiere  870),  comme  un  pelerinage 
nourri  de  "la  piete  des  admirateurs  de  Jeanne"  (868).  Figure 
litteraire  deja  consacree  par  "les  Montaigne,  les  Michelet, 
FAllemand  Goerres,  hier  Anatole  France"  (Le  Mystere  en  Pleine 
Lumiere  867),  Jeanne  d'Arc  est  avant  tout  pour  Barres  un  mythe 
litteraire  avant  d'etre  un  mythe  national  se  nourrissant  de 
diverses  influences.  Polymorphe,  la  Jeanne  d'Arc  de  Banes  est 
une  heroine  dans  toutes  les  acceptions  du  terme,  un  etre  hors 
norme  sous  influence  divine,  une  egerie  de  la  mystique 
nationaliste,  une  sainte  et  une  fee,  embleme  de  l'hesitation 
continuelle  de  Barres  entre  la  Prairie  et  de  la  Chapelle. 

C.   La  diabolisation  de  I  'ennemi 

Si  la  patrie  est  deifiee  et  les  heros  sanctifies,  les  ennemis 
sont  eux  diabolises,  juges  responsables  de  tous  les  maux,  ils  sont 
des  boucs  emissaires.    Estrangement,  ces  incarnations  du  Mai  ne 
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sont  pas  les  Allemands  mais  les  "autres"  :  les  Juifs,  les  Francs- 
masons,  les  Protestants,  les  apatrides,  qui,  dans  la  verve  haineuse 
de  Barres,  sont  les  maitres  d'un  immense  complot  visant  a 
dominer  la  societe,  un  concept  mystique  qui  represente  tout  ce 
dont  on  a  inconsciemment  peur,  dont  on  voudrait  se  defendre 
(Birnbaun  105).  C'est  la  theorie  du  syndicat.  Barres  explique 
ainsi  les  evenements  historiques  par  une  manipulation  de  la 
France  par  des  forces  occultes.  L'antisemitisme  corrosif  de 
Barres  se  revele  lors  de  1" Affaire  Dreyfus,  qui  pour  le  bien  de  la 
nation,  aurait  du  voir,  selon  lui,  Findividu  Dreyfus  condamne, 
efface  devant  les  interets  superieurs  du  pays.  Toute  la  rancoeur 
de  Barres  a  Fegard  des  Juifs  surgit  lors  de  la  contemplation 
d'une  famille,  dans  Les  Deracines: 

Et,  de  voir  les  quatre  Juifs  recevant  ces  amabilites, 
parlant  eux-memes  de  leur  fils  et  petit-fils  avec  amour, 
c'etait  un  spectacle  beau  et  touchant,  oui,  un  spectacle 
d'une  animalite  emouvante  [...].  On  sentait  que  ces 
gens-la  eussent  ete  magnifiques  dans  leur  ghetto  de 
Francfort,  prolifiques  et  preparant  des  humilies  et  des 
vainqueurs  du  monde;  [...]  ils  etaient  laids  tout  de 
meme,  avec  leur  mimique  etrangere  (660). 

La  meme  haine  sourd  dans  tous  ses  discours,  qui  multiplient  les 
stereotypes  nationaux  faisant  des  Juifs  les  emissaires  et  les 
detenteurs  de  toutes  les  banques  europeennes.  La  presence  du 
Juif,  sa  mainmise  sur  les  activites  economiques  du  pays,  sont 
alors,  selon  lui,  les  grandes  causes  de  la  misere  ouvriere,  des 
difficultes  economiques.  Aussi,  dans  L  'Appel  an  soldat,  Barres 
renforce-t-il  le  sentiment  national  en  incitant  les  Francais  a  la 
repulsion  antisemite: 

Ce  M.  Mayer  aurait  pu  combattre  de  bonne  foi  le 
mouvement  national:  tout  etranger  installe  sur  notre 
territoire,  alors  meme  qu"il  croit  nous  cherir,  hait 
naturellement  la  France  eternelle,  notre  tradition  qu'il  ne 
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possede  pas,  qu'il  ne  peut  comprendre  et  qui  constitue 
precisement  la  nationalite  (846). 

L'adverbe  "naturellemenf  sous-entend  aussi  le  caractere 
physiologique  de  cette  haine  et  Fidee  chere  a  Barres  selon 
laquelle  un  etranger  ne  peut  etre  naturalise,  on  nait  Francais,  on 
ne  le  devient  pas.  Selon  lui,  "nous  ne  tenons  pas  nos  idees  et  nos 
raisonnements  de  la  nationalite  que  nous  adoptons,"  car  "le  sang 
s'obstine  a  suivre  Fordre  de  la  nature  contre  les  serments,  contre 
les  lois"  (Barres,  "L'enterrement  de  dimanche,"  La  Patrie,  3  et  4 
octobre  1902).  Rattachant  son  antisemitisme  a  son  culte  de  la 
terre  et  des  morts,  il  fustige  Dreyfus  qui  "n'est  qu'un  deracine 
qui  se  sent  mal  a  Faise  dans  notre  vieux  jardin  francais"  (cite 
dans  Roussel  LVI).  Mais  ses  diatribes  attaquent  aussi  Emile 
Zola,  Fapatride  qui,  en  raison  de  son  origine  etrangere  ne  devrait 
pas  avoir  le  droit  de  citer  : 

Monsieur  Emile  Zola  est  intervenu  avec  un  immense 
eclat  en  faveur  de  Dreyfus  et  contre  Farmee.  Qu*est-ce 
que  Monsieur  Emile  Zola?  Je  le  regarde  a  ses  racines  : 
cet  homme  n'est  pas  Francais.  [...]  Je  reconnais  que  son 
dreyfusisme  est  le  produit  de  sa  sincerite.  Mais  je  dis  a 
cette  sincerite  :  il  y  a  une  frontiere  entre  vous  et  moi. 
Quelle  frontiere?  Les  Alpes  (cite  dans  Roussel  LV). 

Le  nationalisme  barresien  excluant  Fautre,  toute  personne 
differente  du  Moi,  se  transforme  en  phenomene  egotiste 
execrable. 

Ces  discours  de  propagande  haineux  et  vindicatifs  se 
cristallisent  en  temps  de  guerre  et  sont  destines  a  exacerber  les 
sentiments  patriotiques  des  combattants.  L'oeuvre,  Le  Feu 
d' Henri  Barbusse,  temoignage  poignant  du  cauchemar  des 
Poilus,  demantele  les  rouages  de  cette  rhetorique  et  montre  que 
les  soldats  ont  clairement  conscience  du  decalage  existant  entre 
le  nationalisme  des  lettres  encensant  la  guerre  et  leur  realite 
sordide  les  transformant  en  betes  feroces  rampant  dans  la  fange 
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et  le  sang,  luttant  pour  leur  seule  survie.  Lucides,  ils  percoivent 
la  vanite  et  Tabsurdite  de  la  guerre:  "deux  armees  qui  se  battent, 
c'est  comme  une  grande  armee  qui  se  suicide"  (Barbusse  362). 
L'ennemi  tant  diabolise  est  un  simple  double,  un  autre  Moi,  un 
element  insipide  pris  dans  un  conflit  indicible.  L'adversaire 
change  alors  de  traits,  il  n'a  meme  plus  de  visage,  il  est  une 
entite,  Tesprit  de  la  guerre:  "Aujourd'hui  le  militarisme  s'appelle 
Allemagne.  Oui,  mais  demain,  comment  qu'i  s'appellera  ?" 
(Barbusse  362).  Cri  de  revoke  pacifiste  contre  Toubli,  Le  Feu 
qui  presente  le  nationalisme  comme  un  phenomene  national, 
transnational  et  international  qui  germe  en  temps  de  crise  dans 
chaque  nation,  rivale  de  sa  voisine,  espere  voir  la  paix  enfin 
universelle  et  eternelle. 
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Contested  Nationalism:  Naturalism  &  Agrarian  Tropes  in 
French  Films  of  the  Occupation 

Nicole  Casi,  Cornell  University 

Created  in  December  1940,  the  C.O.I.C  (Comite 
cT organisation  de  Tindustrie  cinematographique)  proposed  to 
render  into  mise  en  scene  the  "return  to  the  land"  ideology  of 
Marshal  PetahVs  National  Revolution,  reflected  in  speeches  and 
posters  such  as  these  (figures  1-2). 


Dunouvwudansnosvilla^ 


Figure  1.  (left)  Vichy,  1941,  Gervereau. 

"Repondez  a  Fappel  de  votre  clocher.  Retournez  a  la  terre.  Vous  qui 
avez  quitte  la  terre  et  desirez  y  retourner  demandez  aide  au 
commissariat  a  la  lutte  contre  le  chomage.  Service  Agricole-  45Rue  de 
Chabrol-  Paris." 

Figure  2.  (right)  Compagnoml 74/1942. 
"Du  nouveau  dans  nos  villages  Charbonnier  est  maitre  chez 
lui...desormais  ce  ne  sont  plus  les  avocats  a  la  peau  blanche  et  aux 
mains  douces  qui  gouverneront  la  terre.  mais  d'authentiques  paysans  du 
terroir  a  la  peau  tannee  et  aux  mains  calleuses." 


27 


Nicole  Casi 


LA  MOISSON  SERA  BELLE 


PM  QUI  LA  FRAHCt  HANCE  CIT  HMR 

SOYEZ  VOLOHTAIRES 

AU  SERVICE  CIVIQUE  RURAL 


Figure  3.  Vichy,  1941. 


Figure  4.  Vichy.  1943.  Rousso. 


The       new       regime       offered  government     support 

to  families  willing  to  return  to  farming.  While  the  attendant 
rhetoric  promised  hope  for  a  new  France  wherein  the  plow  was 
key  to  French  liberty,  they  masked  a  nation  on  the  brink  of 
starvation —  a  theme  this  poster  (figure  3)  conveys  in  its  request 
that  people  volunteer  for  the  Rural  Civil  Service  so  that  France 
might  eat. 

In  major  cities  like  Paris  and  Lyon,  the  average  adult  lost 
nearly  twenty  pounds  within  the  first  two  years  of  the 
Occupation,1  because  France  had  the  burdens  of  feeding  itself 
and  the  German  troops.  By  1942  many  peasants,  at  whom  these 
messages  were  aimed,  became  disillusioned  and  withheld 
portions  of  their  harvests,  preferring  instead  to  sell  on  the  black 
market  to  the  French  for  nearly  twice  the  price  Germany  paid  the 
Vichy  government  (figure  4).  Vichy's  contempt  for  this  practice 
is  well  documented  in  this  poster  (figure  4).  Here  the 
government  warns  that  racketeering  is  a  punishable  crime  against 
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the  community.  While  petty  farm  racketeers  were  typically  fined 
under  the  charge  "indignite  nationale",  those  involved  with  large 
scale  smuggling  for  the  underground  Resistance  were  often 
threatened  with  execution,  as  the  noose  in  the  poster  forewarns. 

From  these  small  "panivorous  acts"  of  resistance 
emerged  the  "de  Gaullist  denial  theory,"  which  refused  to 
acknowledge  that  any  Frenchman  was  a  German/  Vichy 
collaborator.  Roger  Regent,  one  of  the  better  known  advocates 
of  tins  theory  wrote  in  the  late  1940s:  "Si  parmi  ces  deux  cent 
vingt  films  tournes  dans  d'aussi  desastreuses  conditions,  on 
releve  beaucoup  de  bandes  mediocres,  au  moins  gardons-nous  la 
fierte  de  n"avoir  pas  vu  un  seul  producteur  francais  digne  de  son 
nom  consentir  a  realiser  une  seule  oeuvre  de  propagande  en 
faveur  de  rennemi."-  Since  Naturalist  literature  laid  the 
aesthetic  foundation  for  French  cinema,  which  Poetic-  Realism 
defined  in  the  1930s  through  its  Zola-influenced  Realism  and 
Popular  Front  motifs,  de  Gaulle  theorists  maintained  that  any 
adaptation  of  these  texts  during  World  War  II  covertly  upheld 
French  nationalism.  Faced  with  the  overwhelming  evidence  of 
German  collaboration  that  came  to  the  fore  after  de  Gaulle's 
death  in  1970,  the  French  could  no  longer  accept  the  denial 
theory.  However,  revisionist  film  theory  is  equally  problematic 
in  its  assertion  that  the  Vichy  government  alone,  and  not  France 
proper,  collaborated  with  the  Germans.  This  theory  is  augmented 
through  the  division  of  Occupation-era  films  into  two  camps: 
those  produced  by  Vichy's  C.O.I.C.  in  the  unoccupied  south,  and 
those  produced  by  Nazi  Continental  Films  in  the  German 
occupied  north.  Within  this  binary,  Vichy  films  are  dismissed  as 
escapist  renderings  of  Petain's  Revolution  nationale,  whereas 
Continental  films  are  applauded  for  their  nationalism.  This 
theory  is  developed  through  the  darker,  more  claustrophobic 
settings  characteristic  of  Continental  films,  which  revisionists 
perceive  as  "anti-French  anomalies",  lacking  a  "discernable 
French  style".3  Often  regarded  as  plotless,  these  films  comprise 
diverse  genres  and  styles  that  embrace  the  pathological,  which 
film  historians  have  dubbed —  "regard  cruaute."4    Compared  to 
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German  Expressionism  rather  than  French  Realism,5  revisionists 
argue  this  "stylistic  break"  from  films  of  the  1930s  represents  a 
form  of  resistance  insofar  as  the  cinematic  malaise  undermines 
"Vichy's  exaltation  of  provincial  life." 

While  I  do  not  discount  these  insights  into  the  stylistic 
differences  between  films  of  the  1930s  and  1940s,  I  think  this 
analysis  is  too  simple  in  that  it  overlooks  the  influence  literature 
had  on  the  companies  producing  these  films.  For  example,  if  the 
"regard  cruaute"  is  a  repudiation  of  Vichy  ideology,  why  are 
more  than  one-third  (-35%  percent)  of  the  220  films  created 
during  the  Occupation  set  in  the  country?  Despite  their 
macabre  outlook,  why  do  these  films  feature  return  to  the  land 
motifs?  Central  to  these  diverse  receptions  is  the  concept  of 
nationalism:  how  can  two  different  accounts  of  nationalism  be 
construed  from  the  same  works?  In  light  of  these  questions,  the 
remainder  of  this  presentation  will  focus  on  agrarian  imagery 
with  particular  emphasis  paid  to  the  recurring  trope  of  the  sower 
in  two  films  endorsed  by  both  Vichy  and  liberated  France: 
Regain  (1937)  by  Marcel  Pagnol  and  Farrebiqne  (1947)  by 
Georges  Rouquier.8  In  my  opinion,  these  films  exemplify  not 
only  the  Vichy/  Resistance  film  schism,  but  they  also  illustrate 
how  the  ideology  of  nationalism  is  central  to  understanding  the 
contrary  views  of  de  Gaulle  and  revisionist  theorists. 

Regain  and  Farrebique 

Set  in  the  French  countryside,  Regain  and  Farrebique 
nostalgically  depict  19th  -century  agrarian  life  as  Utopia.  Not 
surprisingly,  the  Vichy  government  endorsed  both  films  for  their 
"moral  valor."  Even  though  Regain  was  produced  two  years 
before  World  War  II,  it  was  promoted  by  Vichy  alongside 
Pagnofs  La  fill e  du  puisatier  (1940) —  the  first  film  to  be 
produced  under  the  collaborative  government.  The  Regain 
narrative  is  structured  around  the  regeneration  of  a  deserted 
Provencal  village,  from  which  all  the  youth  have  left  in  search  of 
industrial  labor.  Rouquier's  film  Farrebique,  which  depicts 
daily  life  on  a  family  farm  in  Aveyron,  was  funded  jointly  in 
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1943  by  the  Ministere  de  I 'agriculture  et  du  ravitailltnent.  and 
La  Corporation  nationale  paysanne  for  C.O.I.C.  Originally 
titled,  Les  Quatre  saisons,  its  purpose  was  to  educate  the  masses 
on  the  "Festhetique  de  la  maison  traditionnelle.'''9  Before 
Farrebique,  Rouquier  produced  five  other  rural  documentaries 
for  Vichy  called  "ethnographies  folkloriques,,  that  recorded  the 
traditions  and  popular  arts  of  the  Midi.  Based  on  the  success  of 
these  works,  most  notably  Le  Tonnelier,  to  which  C.O.I.C.  and 
the  Ministere  national  de  1'  education  awarded  a  grand  prize, 
Rouquier  won  government  funding  to  expand  the  rural 
documentaries  into  a  full  movie  feature.  Delays,  however, 
prevented  him  from  completing  the  project  until  after  the  war. 

Although  neither  film  was  realized  during  the  Vichy 
Regime  proper,  Regain  and  Farrebique  visually  celebrate 
Petain's  tri-part  campaign  slogan — TRAVAIL,  FAMILLE  and 
PATRIE —  which  formed  the  ideological  cornerstone  of  his 
Revolution  nationale,  and  its  subsidiary  the  Corporation 
nationale  paysanne  (figure  5). 


Figure  5.  Vichy,  1941-1943,  Villemot  in  Rossignol. 

According  to  Dominique  Rossignol*  s  study  on  Vichy 
propaganda,  these  images  were  Vichy  favorites:  appearing  in 
colors  of  the  French  flag,  they  comprised  90%  of  its  visual 
propaganda.  In  Petain's  speeches  from  1940-1942,  the  words 
Frenchmen  appeared  128  times,  France  170,  and  state  75. I0 
These  words,  however,  are  typically  couched  in  the  past,  as  this 
ad  (figure  5)  illustrates:  nation  and  history  are  invoked  through 
the     rhetoric — "Patrie",     "Passe     d'honneur"     and     "France 
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eternelle."  In  keeping  with  Vichy's  bucolic  model,  both  films 
promote  the  countryside  as  the  site  of  national  rejuvenation,  and 
echo  the  same  escapism  central  to  the  Revolution  nationale's 
"retour  a  la  terre"  propaganda.  In  Regain,  the  old  plow-maker's 
son,  Jamin  leaves  his  job  as  a  railroad  conductor  to  return  to  the 
land  and  take  up  the  plow;  and  Rouquier  returns  to  his  father's 
farm  during  the  war  to  record  what  he  later  recalled  as  his 
"childhood  memoirs  of  a  pre-industrial  past." 

Primarily,  the  films  document  the  vie  quotidienne  of 
peasant  life  wherein  family  is  linked  to  the  land:  life,  death,  and 
procreation  are  signified  by  the  harvest  and  four  seasons.  In  both 
films,  the  familial  patriarchs  and  matriarchs  die  in  the  winter.  In 
addition,  the  tableau-vivant  image  of  the  sower  (rooted  in  the 
earth  and  silhouetted  against  the  sky)  recalls  not  only  Millet's 
sowers  and  numerous  copies  of  them  (see  figures  6-8),  but  also 
functions  as  a  trope  for  rebirth.  While  sowing  with  her  husband 
(Panturle),  Arsule  in  Regain  discovers  she  is  pregnant.  After  the 
camera  spans  the  field's  horizon,  the  panoramic  tracking  shot 
ends  with  the  couple's  embrace  (see  figure  9). 


Figure  6.  Millet.  The  Sower  (Semeuse),  1865. 
Figure  7.  Heliogravure  after  Millet's  Sower  Drawing. 
Figure  8.  van  Gogh.  The  Sower  (Aries).  October  1888 
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Figure  9.  Pagnol.  Regain 
(1937) 


Dropping  their  seed  bags,  Panturle  declares:  "Tu  as  ton  travail 
maintenant:  le  ble,  c'est  ma  graine  a  moi;  occupe-toi  de  la 
tienne!"  Similarly  in  Farrebique,  a  child  is  also  conceived 
during  the  sowing  season.  The  regenerative  image  of  the  sower 
both  Pagnol  and  Rouquier  draw  upon  is  a  recurring  image  in 
Petain's  Revolution  nationale  campaign.  Following  Petain's 
declaration  that  the  "ancient  gesture  of  the  sower  gives  to  the 
land...  the  seed  that  will  grow  into  the  harvest,  a  promise  of 
recovery  for  eternal  France.  .  .and  bread  for  the  nation"12,  Vichy 
minted  a  series  of  coins  after  the  sower,  in  which  the  Marshal's 
message  was  reiterated  on  the  obverse  side:  "La  Terre  de  France 
n'est  pas  moins  riche  de  promesse  que  de  glorfe."  Petain's 
message  was  reinforced  through  Vichy's  adaptation  of  the  sower 
and  harvesters  on  stamps  in  1940- 1941  (see  figures  10-12). 
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Figures  10  and  11  Piel.  Harvester  Stamp.  1940.  Munier.  Sower 
Stamp,  1940. 
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Figure  12.  Vichy  Medallion,  1941,  Gervereau 
"La  Terre  de  France  n'est  pas  moins  riche  de 
promesse  que  de  gloire."  -  Petain 

As  the  films,  coins,  and  stamps  illustrate,  the  sower's 
seed  is  a  metaphor  for  both  bread  and  children  that  captures 
Petain's  trilogy — travail,  famille  et  patrie.  Through  rigorous 
labor,  family  and  nation  are  created  and  maintained.  Visually 
embodied  through  the  sower,  this  palingenetic  motif  is  also 
woven  throughout  these  films,  functioning  as  a  meta-narrative  to 
combat  the  larger  fears  of  rural  depopulation  and  foreign 
invasion  that  came  to  the  fore  with  World  War  I  and  coalesced 
with  the  German  Occupation  in  World  War  II.  Xenophobia  in 
French  culture  of  the  1930s  metamorphosed  into  Vichy's 
Revolution  nationale,  whose  primary  mission  was  to  repopulate 
the  nation  with  Frenchmen  after  its  defeat  and  occupation  in  June 
1940.  By  returning  to  France's  traditional  agrarian  structure, 
national  unity  would  be  restored  through  the  spirit  of  the 
countryside.  Men  would  attend  to  the  work  of  France — 
ultimately  reproduction,  as  the  fruits  of  labor  (i.e.  bread)  nourish 
the  country;  and  women  would  assume  their  "rightful"  places  as 
mothers.  This  motif  is  played  out  in  Arsule's  pregnancy  in 
Regain,  which  Remy  Pithon  characterizes  as  the  ultimate 
"hymne  a  la  gloire  du  ble  et  du  pain";13  and  it  reoccurs  in 
Farrebique  's  regenerative  theme  of  Spring  that  culminates  with 
the  birth  of  the  second  son. 

Vichy's  nostalgia  for  a  palingenetic  autarky  is  further 
exemplified  in  the  film  script  for  the  original  shot  of  Farrebique. 
Through   its   storybook   introduction  that  recounts  the   farm's 
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history,  readers  are  informed  of  the  farm's  locale:  Farrebique 
est  une  ferme  familiale  de  polyculture  situee  dans  la  province  de 
Rouergue  qui  forme  le  department  de  Aveyron,  a  la  limite 
meridionale  du  Massif  Central."  Situated  in  the  breadbasket  of 
the  nation,  readers  also  leam  the  farm  is  xenophobia: 

Cette  province  est  restee,  aujourd'hui  assez 
fermee  aux  touristes  et  a  conserve  intactes  ses 
moeurs,  ses  coutumes  et  ses  traditions... Chaque 
agriculteur  n'a  comme  main  d'oeuvre  que  sa 
famille:  c'est  moins  couteux  et  cela  donne  un 
travail  plus  consciencieux.  C'est  peut-etre  pour 
cela  que  ce  pays  est  reste  Tun  des  plus 
prolifiques  de  France. 

These  lines  contradict  the  economic  predicament  of  small 
farming  just  before  World  War  II.  Although  Large-scale 
industrial  fanns  fared  well  in  the  region,  small  family  farms  did 
not:  they  been  on  the  decline  since  the  1880s,  and  produced  less 
per  acre  than  any  other  nation  in  the  1930s.  Family  and 
modern  industry  are  also  diametrically  opposed  in  Regain. 
Panturle  has  the  most  beautiful  grain  in  the  region  because  he 
cuts  and  beats  it  by  hand  using  traditional  tools  instead  of 
machine-  powered  cutters  and  mills.  Earning  more  than  twice  the 
actual  quintal  market  price  in  1937  (-70  F),16  the  proceeds  from 
Panturle's  grain  enables  him  to  start  a  family.  Envious  of  his 
success,  Jamin  and  other  residents,  who  deserted  during  the  rural 
exodus,  return  with  their  families.  Throwing  his  railway  cap  and 
jacket  to  the  ground,  Jamin  grabs  the  plow  from  Panturle  and 
declares  that  he  would  prefer  to  work  for  himself  if  the  land 
alone  could  feed  his  family.  Panturle  replies  that  the  land  has  fed 
millions  before  him  and  will  feed  millions  more.  This  scene 
recapitulates  the  Vichy  propaganda  illustrated  in  figures  1  and  2, 
since  there  is  little  distinction  between  the  ex-coalman 
(charbonnier),  who  donning  the  vestments  of  a  farmer,  is  now 
master  of  his  own  domain  and  Jamin' s  renunciation  of  railway 
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bureaucracy.  As  Figure  1  implies,  the  call  of  the  land  and  plow 
also  equate  liberty  for  Jamin. 

The  connection  between  the  film  and  Vichy  ideology  is 
reinforced  in  the  film's  final  scene.  Here  the  camera  dollies  back 
from  a  medium-shot  of  Panturle  sowing  (after  he  discovers  his 
wife  is  pregnant)  to  a  deep-focus  long  shot  that  depicts  a  valley 
teeming  with  sowers.  However,  this  rebirth  would  never  have 
occurred  had  the  village  elders  (Gaubert  and  Mameche)  not 
bequeathed  a  wife,  and  a  handcrafted  plowshare  to  Panturle — 
the  last  young  man  in  the  village.  From  these  two  items,  the 
village  renaissance  occurs  with  the  harvest  its  golden  apogee. 
Linked  by  bread,  they  drive  Panturle  to  mine  the  fallow  but 
fertile  soil,  prophetically  foreshadowed  by  Gaubert  moments 
before  his  death:  "Je  vois  que  la  terre  d'  Aubignane  va  repartir. 
L'envie  du  pain,  la  femme,  c'est  9a,  c'est  le  signe...Le  jour  ou 
un  homme  dur  s'y  mettra,  alors,  9a  sera  une  benediction  de  ble." 

Despite  the  similarities  between  these  films  and  Vichy 
rhetoric,  French  film  historians  often  argue  these  works  do  not 
support  Vichy  ideology.  In  their  books  on  Rouquier  and  Pagnol, 
Dominique  Auzel  and  Claude  Beylie18  assert  that  these 
filmmakers'  "retournez  a  la  terre"  motifs  preceded  Vichy,  and, 
therefore,  were  not  influenced  by  the  folkloric  themes  of  Vichy 
and  Fascist  Italy.  What  then  differentiates  their  appropriation  of 
the  sower  from  Vichy  and  Fascist  depictions  of  it,  like  these  ones 
produced  for  Mussolini's  "Battle  for  the  Grain  "campaign  and 
Vichy's  Corporation  nationale paysanne  (see  figures  13-14)? 
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Figure  13.  Mussolini's 
Batttle  for  the  Grain 
Campaign:  *'I1  Dovere  dei 
Rurali— SEMTNARE 
MOLTO  E  BENE— 
PANETTVITTORIA." 

Figure  14.  Compagnons  5/ 
31/1941,  Faure. 


The  most  interesting  argument  comes  from  Auzel,  who 
differentiates  Farrebique's  rural  setting  from  Neo-Realism,  and 
thus  Vichy,  under  the  premise  that  it  is  timeless :"elle  se  deroule 
dehors  de  tout  contexte  historique," l  and  represents  the  timeless 
seasons  and  labor  in  daily  life,  whereas  Rossellini  "s'applique  a 
saisir  une  epoque  tres  precise.""  Jacques  Siclier  supported  this 
viewpoint  in  a  1 96 1  interview  with  Telerama  wherein  he  argued 
that  the  success  of  Farrebique  lies  in  its  "sens  cosmique"  and  not 
in  its  "sens  historique."21  A  similar  argument  is  articulated  for 
Pagnol's  Regain.  Robert  Chazal  in  La  Griffe  Cinematographie 
characterizes  Regain  as  "merveilleusement  convaincant  en 
faveur  de  la  terre  et  des  enfants,  de  cette  veritable  oeuvre  de 
regeneration.""  These  reviews  suggest  that  concepts  of  time  and 
duration  are  quintessential  to  the  categorization  of  these  films  as 
anti-  Vichy. 

Another  differentiating  element  is  their  use  of  Zola's 
"scientific  Realism" —  a  genre  first  employed  by  French 
filmmakers,  who  flocked  the  countryside  at  the  turn  of  the 
century  trying  to  capture  the  verisimilitude23  of  Balzac,  Zola,  and 
the  Impressionists  by  filming  real  people  in  their  environs.  For 
example,  Zecca  and  Nonguet  in  their  two  films  after  Zola's 
novel,  Germinal  (1885)  used  outdoor  settings  and  an  actual 
coalmine  in  which  to  film  their  works,  Germinal:  La  Greve 
(1903),  and  An  Pays  noir  (1905);  Andre  Antoin  went  to  the 
farming  village  in  Zola's  novel,  La  Terre  (1887)  in  order  to  film, 
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La  Terre  (1921).  The  fact  that  Rouquier  used  his  actual  family 
and  farm,  instead  of  trained  actors,  was  key  to  differentiating  his 
films  from  both  Vichy  and  Fascist  Neo-Realist  ideology. 
Praising  his  use  of  peasants,  one  critic  compared  Rouquier  to 
Zola,  stating  his  film  illustrates  that  "Vest  la  nature  qui 
conditionne  le  paysans...soc  de  charrue,  mains,  etc....""  In  his 
book,  Georges  Rouquier:  de  Farrebique  a  Biquefarre,  Auzel 
expands  on  this  rationale  by  comparing  Rouquier' s  film  to  the 
pleiti  air  effects  created  by  Impressionist  and  post-  Impressionist 
painters.  After  relating  the  long,  tracking  shots  of  the  farm's 
environs  to  Cezanne's  landscapes,  Auzel  compares  them  to 
Monet's  stating  Rouquier  achieved  what  the  latter  could  not: 

Monet  peignait  la  cathedrale  de  Rouen  a 
differentes  heures  du  jour  et  il  evident  qu* 
il  cherchait,  par  ce  moyen,  a  fixer  une 
evanescente  fluidite  des  rapports  d'  ombre 
et  de  lumiere.  II  lui  manquait  une  camera 
enregistrant  au  ralenti  pendant  toute  une 
journee  l'edifice  comme  le  fera  Roquier 
montrant  un  instant  plusieurs  heures  de  la 
course  de  soleil  au  dessus  de  la  campagne 
de  Farrebique."" 

By  aligning  Rouquier's  cinematography  with  the  traditions  of 
French  landscape  painting,  Auzel  grounds  Farrebique  within  the 
canon  of  French  art  and  cinema. 

In  his  book,  Marcel  Pagfiol  on  le  cinema  en  liberte, 
Beylie  makes  a  similar  argument  in  his  assertion  that  Pagnol's 
use  of  family  members  and  on  -location  shooting  eschews  Vichy 
ideology.  Often  compared  to  the  works  of  Antoine,  Vigo  and 
Renoir,  both  films  are  situated  within  the  national  rhetoric  of  the 
Resistance  insofar  as  they  exude  the  Frenchness  of  Zola's 
Naturalism  that  Poetic-Realism  perfected  through  the  use  of 
Andre  Bazin's  much  advocated  "long-traveling"  shots,  which 
contiguously    matched    landscape    with    narrative,    creating    a 
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pantheistic  symbiosis  between  man  and  nature."  This  argument 
is  extremely  problematic  for  three  reasons.  First,  Vichy  did 
endorse  these  films;  secondly,  neither  one  reflect  the  Zolaian 
"real",  but  are  imbued,  instead,  with  the  Vichy  ideology  they 
supposedly  refute:  Aubignane  in  Regain  is  an  imaginary  town 
liberally  interpreted  from  Giono's  novel;  and  everything  in 
Farrebique  (minus  the  family  members  themselves)  is 
fictitious — the  grandfather  did  not  die;  the  baby  was  not  born; 
the  son  was  already  married;  the  family  did  not  have  electricity; 
and  they  employed  migrant  workers  Lastly,  Bey  lie's  and 
AuzeFs  arguments  contradict  revisionist  theory  that  dismisses 
Vichy  films  as  "anti-French"  anomalies.  By  stylistically  linking 
Regain  and  Farrebique  with  1920s  and  1930s  cinema,  they 
imply  that  de  Gaulle  denial  theorists  were  not  inaccurate  in  their 
assertion  that  films  of  the  Occupation  are  distinctly  French. 

Despite  the  solipsism  that  no  Frenchman  was  a 
collaborator,  these  films  demonstrate  that  Vichy  and  the 
Resistance  drew  upon  the  same  Third  Republican  literary  and 
artistic  themes,  which  glorified  the  countryside  as  the  patriarchal 
center  of  France.  After  Simenon  and  Balzac,  Zola  and 
Maupassant  were  the  third  and  fourth  most  popular  authors  to 
have  their  works  adapted  during  the  Occupation."  Not 
surprisingly,  the  majority  of  these  works  were  nostalgically  set 
during  the  French  Revolution,  or  in  the  Belle  Epoqne  of  the 
Third  Republic.  The  statistics  should  not  be  discounted  since 
sixty  percent  of  these  film  adaptations  were  produced  under 
C.O.I.C/s  strict  regulation  that  required  all  film  scripts  be 
submitted  for  pre-production  censorship." 

After  the  liberation,  a  "new  genre'"  of  national  cinema 
emerged.  Declared  the  "Cinema  of  the  Resistance",  it  employed 
the  same  governmental  structure  as  C.O.I.C,  which  the  Comite 
de  Liberation  expressed  in  its  September  1944  manifesto: 

to  defend  French  cinema  as  a  national  spiritual 
patrimony;  to  assure  its  technical  and  moral 
quality... to  encourage  the  distribution  of  film 
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shorts  in  rural  areas  as  a  means  to  bring  fanners 
and  city  dwellers  together." 

By  1945,  Le  Cinema  Francais  concluded  that  "national 
patrimony"  could  be  maintained  by  adhering  to  a  "French 
Tradition  of  Quality"  that  promoted  not  only  rural  films  like 
Farrebique,  but  also  emphasized  literary  adaptations  as  a  way  of 
asserting  national  character:  "Hugo,  Stendhal,  Zola,  Maupassant 
and  other  greats  of  the  literary  pantheon  belonged  to  the  national 
patrimony:  films  based  on  their  works  shared  their  relations  to 
the  national  spirit."30  Trained  in  the  conventions  of  Naturalist 
literature  and  theater,  Giono  and  Pagnol  belonged  to  this 
tradition,  which  grew  under  Vichy's  C.O.I. C.  to  include 
"religious  naturalism"  and  "romantic  pantheism." 

Conclusion 

In  conclusion,  how  might  the  national  cinemas  of  Vichy 
and  liberated  France  be  more  broadly  related  to  models  of 
collective  identity?  Given  the  vocabulary  of  film  criticism  of 
Regain  and  Farrebique — such  as  time,  duration,  and  literary 
versus  filmic  narration —  the  unusual  categorization  of  these 
works  can  be  better  understood  from  within  the  context  of 
Poststructuralist  theory  concerning  the  function  of  ideology  and 
memory.  According  to  Jean  Baudry  (1970),  in  order  for  material 
objects  (such  as  photos  and  films)  to  function  at  the  symbolic 
level,  the  conscious  belief  must  first  exist  that  these  objects 
represent  something  real,  even  though  in  reality  they  do  not. 
Likewise,  as  Baudry  and  Dudley  Andrew  (1994)  point  out,  the 
subject  "I"  is  the  ideological  locale  for  narrative  transcendence. 
'  Any  investigation  into  the  narrative  conundrum  presented  by 
Vichy  and  Resistance  cinema  must,  therefore,  take  into  account 
how  the  concept  of  "I"  represents  competing  narratives  that 
semantically  and  syntactically  demarcate  what  cinematic 
nationalism  is  and  is  not.  Since  both  governments  drew  their 
film  narratives  from  the  same  collective  body  of  work,  the 
question  emerges:  where  did  the  conscious  realization  come 
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from  that  agrarian  images  characteristic  of  Realism  and 
Naturalism  represented  something  "rear' —  such  as  nationalism? 
Naomi  Greene's  work  on  1940s  French  cinema  provides 
invaluable  insights  into  this  query.33  Expanding  on  Pierre  Nora's 
models  of  memory,34  Greene  also  delineates  memory  as  a  two- 
fold process  composed  of  both  individual  and  collective 
memories  in  what  Nora  calls  memoire  particuliere 
(psychological  memory  pertaining  to  the  individual)  and 
histoire-memoire  (which  represents  a  collective  continuity  "from 
the  Greco-  Roman  cradle  of  the  nation's  birth  to  its  most 
glorious  years  of  the  empire"  that  ended  in  the  Belle  Epoque).  ' 
Accordingly,  the  fall  of  the  French  Republic  in  the  1930s 
brought  about  a  shift  in  memory  from  the  collective  social 
histoire-memoire  to  an  individual  one  {memoire-particuliere) 
experienced  as  'devoir'  or  'duty': 

...impelled  by  the  "internal  coercion"  to 
remember,  people  create  "archives"  or  "sites  of 
memory". ..But  the  very  creation  of  such  sights  - 
which  range  from  monuments  and  museums  to 
symbolic  commemorations  and  celebrations-  is 
imbued  with  a  terrible  paradox:  the  conscious 
and  deliberate  attempt  to  preserve  the  past  that 
we  are  irretrievably  distanced  from. . . 

Greene's  revision  of  Nora's  memoire-  particuliere  is  key  to 
understanding  Vichy  and  Resistance  film  analyses  for  two 
reasons:  1)  it  validates  Baudry's  and  Andrew's  theory  that  genre 
is  a  guise  of  ideology  specific  to  individual  readers/  spectators, 
which  accounts  for  these  film's  divergent  receptions  by  de 
Gaullists  and  revisionists;  and  2)  the  desire  to  link  the  self  with 
history  through  the  construction  of  sites  describes  how  the 
narrative  transcendence  of  "I"  is  projected  externally  and  imbues 
objects  with  meaning. 

Further  support  for  this  idea  comes  from  Mark  AntlhTs 
research  on  Fascist  aesthetics  in  Italy  and  France  that  emerged 
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during  the  interwar  period  (1917-  1939).  Triggered  by  a 
reactionary  response  against  the  loss  of  tradition  caused  by 
emergent  global  economies,  Fascist  art  parallels  the  temporal 
shift  in  modern  memory  observed  by  Nora  and  Greene. 
Palingenetic  myths,  which  glorified  the  countryside,  gave  rise  to 
a  form  of  secular  religion  wherein  Catholic  religious  devotion 
was  transferred  onto  the  landscape  of  the  nation:  in  lieu  of  Mary 
statuettes,  regional  texts  and  paintings  from  the  Third  Republic 
became  new  icons  of  Fascist  aesthetics.  This  synopsis  of 
Antliff  s  work  presents  a  visual  model  as  to  how  ideology 
functions  at  the  mnemonic  level.  This  inability  to  disengage 
individual  memories  from  the  ideology  of  the  collective  is  a 
recurrent  theme  in  scholarship  regarding  both  Fascist  Vichy  and 
Nazi  Germany,  which  Hayden  White's  research  on  the  "final 
solution"  directly  addresses  in  that  he  links  the  dichotomy 
between  competing  histories  surrounding  the  "final  solution"  to 
the  fallacy  of  figuration,  in  which  the  interpreter's  interpretation 
of  factual  statements  determines  the  language  discourse  and 
medium  in  which  the  facts  are  to  be  articulated: 

A  division  of  an  epoch  into  two  stories  "sets  up 
an  oppositional  structure  constitutive  of  a 
semantic  field  in  which  the  naming  of  a  plot  type 
of  one  story  determines  the  semantic  domain 
within  which  the  name  of  the  plot  type  of  the 
other  is  to  be  found.38 

White's  words  capture  the  essence  of  the  Vichy/  Resistance  film 
schism.  Divided  into  two  competing  narratives  with 
corresponding  theories  espoused  by  de  Gaulle  theorists  and 
revisionists,  the  iconography  of  the  Vichy  sower  has  informed 
the  semantic  domain  in  which  the  idiom  of  the  Liberation  exists. 
Nowhere  is  White's  theory  better  visualized  than  in  this 
image  of  the  sower  from  La  Terre  Francaise.  This  ad  quotes  not 
only  the  closing  line  of  Hugo's  celebrated  poem,39  but  the  text 
itself  also  recapitulates  Petain's  speeches  to  farmers  that  drew  on 
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the  sower  as  a  symbol  of  sustenance.  In  addition  to  the  text's 
plurality,  the  medieval  image  was  extracted  from  a  16th  century 
prayer  book  that  a  Popular  Front  museum  owned  and  a  Vichy 
official  exhibited.4  Here  religious  symbolism  is  transferred 
onto  the  fatherland  through  the  icon  of  the  sower  that  combines 
the  literature  and  art  of  four  governments  across  four  centuries. 
The  words  "temoin"  and  "devons"  further  reinforce  the 
ideological  dyad  as  a  structure  for  memory,  since  the  sower  is 
experienced,  and  thus  remembered,  as  state  duty.  In  turn,  the 
obligation  inherent  to  memoire  particuliere  manifests  itself 
through  collective  state  holidays,  such  as  Semaine  de  la 
Revolution  nationale  (July  11-17,  1942),  where  rural  shorts  like 
Rouquier's  Le  Tonnelier  were  screened.  -  Vichy  festival 
replaced  Bastille  Day  and  the  motto  of  liberated  France  — 
liberte,  equalite,  and  fraternite  with  Vichy's  own —  travail, 
famille,  and  patrie,  through  its  dedication  of  honorarium  days  to 
Frenchmen  and  women  who  exemplified  Vichy  virtues. 

Although  well  documented  by  sower  iconography,  these 
syncretic  fetes  function  as  ghosts  irreversibly  distanced  from  the 
corporality  of  the  past  they  assay  to  explicate  in  the  present. 
Vacated  of  temporal  meaning,  the  slippage  created  from  an 
inability  to  disengage  one  genre/narrative  of  sower  from  another 
is  at  the  heart  of  the  "timeless"  cliche  revisionists  (such  as  Beylie 
and  Auzel)  use  to  buttress  their  claim  that  neither  Regain  nor 
Farrebiqne  belong  within  Fascist/  Vichy  nomenclature.  History 
is  often  constructed  collectively  by  a  community  in  such  a 
manner  as  to  serve  the  political  claims  of  that  community,  and 
the  political  aims  of  Vichy  and  the  Resistance  were  not  in 
accordance  with  each  other:  one  tried  to  maintain  nationalism 
through  the  heritage  of  its  soil  while  pacifying  its  occupying 
power,  whereas  the  other  invoked  nationalism  associated  with 
the  sower  as  a  vehicle  with  which  to  revolt  against  such 
subjugation.  Vichy  and  Liberated  France's  endorsement  of  the 
Regain  and  Farrebiqne  thus  represent  two  faces  of  the  same 
historical  coin  minted  by  Third  Republican  nationalism. 
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Modernism  and  modernity  have  long  been  synonymous 
with  national  and  cultural  identity  in  France.  In  Paris,  "the 
absolute  sovereignty  of  Modernism  is  ushered  in  around  1910  by 
a  rupture  with  the  classical  and  traditional  vocabulary:  the  divine 
and  the  human,  the  city,  history,  paternity.  The  reign  is 
consolidated  after  World  War  I  with  Cubism,  abstract  art  and  the 
rise  of  the  Bauhaus"  (Lefebvre  1-2).  World-renowned  as  the 
centre  of  creative  innovation,  Paris  at  the  dawn  of  the  twentieth 
century  stood  as  the  urban  hub  of  intellectual  and  artistic 
development,  symbolized  by  the  power  and  grace  of  the  Eiffel 
tower  and  the  cosmopolitan  city's  burgeoning  avant-garde.  The 
end  of  the  Second  World  War  marked  a  dramatic  shift  away 
from  this  notion  of  Paris  as  the  cultural  capital  of  the  world;  with 
the  onset  of  the  Cold  War  and  the  rise  of  the  United  States  as  the 
new  purveyor  of  modernity  as  both  the  international  economic 
and  political  leaders,  France's  position  as  the  cultural  centre  of 
the  developed  world  came  greatly  under  threat.  The  subsequent 
loss  of  Modernism  was  equated  with  a  crisis  of  national  identity 
and  the  need  of  France  to  regain  cultural  superiority  became  all 
the  more  pressing.  As  a  means  by  which  to  theorize  French 
reactions  to  this  cultural  shift,  artistic  manifestations  of  this 
national  trauma  will  be  explored  in  detail  through  this  paper. 

Since  this  topic  has  been  examined  extensively  both  in 
relation  to  American  foreign  policy  and  governmental  influences 
on  the  production  and  promotion  of  American  Modern  art  in  the 
1950s,  this  examination  will  present  a  treatment  of  lesser- 
known  French  artists  from  1953-1968,  and  an  exploration  of 
their  artistic  responses  to  the  influx  of  Americanism, 
consumerism  and  the  American  way  of  life.  The  fervent  anti- 
American    reactions    one    witnesses    in    art    of   this    period, 
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specifically  in  that  of  the  Narrative  Figuration  artists,  represents 
not  only  a  turn  against  American  cultural  imperialism,  but  more 
intrinsically,  a  marked  attempt  to  retain  the  particularities  of 
humanism,  intellectualism  and  civilisation  that  define  what  it  is 
to  be  French.  These  artists'  virulent  resistance  to  Americanism 
ultimately  demonstrates  a  deep  cultural  need  for  the  French  to 
retain  their  sense  of  universalism  in  terms  of  cultural  production 
and  represents  a  direct  response  to  the  fear  of  the  loss  of 
modernism  as  national  identity. 

Naoki  Sakai  theorizes  that  "the  claim  to  universality 
frequently  serves  to  promote  the  demands  of  nationalism"  (98). 
Before  the  Second  World  War,  the  French  tended  to  see 
themselves  as  the  universal  centre  of  the  modern  world.  Indeed, 
as  Sakai  notes,  "the  west,  [for  the  purposes  of  this  paper,  France] 
is  particular  in  itself,  but  is  also  constitutes  the  universal  point  of 
reference  in  relation  to  which  others  recognize  themselves  as 
particularities.  And  in  this  regard,  the  west  [France]  thinks  itself 
to  be  ubiquitous"  (95).  Echoing  Sakai' s  observations,  historian 
J.M.  Blaut  asserts  that  "Europeans  are  seen  as  the  'makers  of 
history.'  Europe  eternally  advances,  progresses,  modernizes.  The 
rest  of  the  world  advances  more  sluggishly,  or  stagnates"  (1). 
Blaut  notes  that  the  preconditions  for  such  cultural  superiority 
are  based  in  what  he  terms  the  Myth  of  the  European  Miracle, 
that  which  justifies  the  rise  of  Europe  as  the  universal  by  virtue 
of  forces  embedded  historically  in  the  cultural  fabric  of  Europe; 
the  belief  that  the  rise  of  Europe  was  based  solely  on  internal 
forces  of  Europeans  themselves  and  not,  as  Blaut  points  out, 
"because  of  the  inflowing  of  wealth  and  innovations  from  non- 
Europe"  (59).  From  these  Eurocentric  assumptions,  Blaut  argues, 
European  Diffusionism  arises,  which  accepts  and  perpetuates  the 
"notion  that  the  world  as  a  whole  has  one  permanent  centre  from 
which  culture-changing  ideas  tend  to  originate,  and  a  vast 
periphery  that  changes  as  a  result  of  diffusion  from  that  single 
centre""  .  Advanced  and  defended  by  scholars  in  the  nineteenth 
and    early    twentieth    century,    European    Diffusionism    thus 
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explains  and  upholds  the  mythology  of  Europe's  permanent 
geographical  superiority  and  cultural  universality. 

It  is  in  fact  the  crisis  of  the  myth  of  cultural  superiority 
that  results  in  the  negative  French  reactions  towards  America 
and  American  culture  at  the  end  of  the  Second  World  War. 
While  the  experience  of  foreign  occupation  and  collaboration 
during  the  war  deepened  the  nation's  sense  of  humiliation,  the 
fall  of  France  in  1940  ultimately  marked  the  nation's  loss  of 
status  as  a  great  power  (Kuisel  17).  As  Sakai  goes  on  to 
demonstrate,  by  the  end  of  the  Second  World  War,  "universalism 
and  modernity  [had  become]  more  closely  interwoven  with 
American  nationalism  than  ever  before"  (98).  It  is  at  this 
moment  in  history  that  a  radical  shift  in  global  power  structures 
thus  occurred,  placing  the  United  States  at  the  fore  as  the  central 
cultural  and  economic  fountainhead. 

While  many  European  countries,  including  France,  were 
economically  and  socially  devastated  by  the  war  having  been 
fought  within  their  borders,  the  American  allies  emerged  from 
the  Second  World  War  virtually  unscathed.  Very  little  conflict 
had  taken  place  on  American  soil,  and  the  vast  economy 
established  by  the  American  government  during  the  conflict  had 
lead  to  a  post-war  prosperity  unlike  anything  known  in  the 
European  region.  Thus  in  the  position  to  provide  foreign  aid  to 
its  allies,  the  United  States  developed  what  was  known 
internationally  as  the  Marshall  Plan,  but  internally  as  the 
European  Recovery  Plan. 

As  the  conception  of  Secretary  of  State  George  C. 
Marshall,  the  Plan  would  aid  in  the  reconstruction  of  the 
European  economy,  providing  relief  by  way  of  food  and  fuel, 
while  ultimately  serving  to  reorder  European  society  through  a 
promotion  of  transatlantic  ties,  based  on  the  assumption  that  the 
United  States  and  Western  Europe  shared  common  cultural 
norms  and  values  (Mckenzie  2-4).  Rationalization  and 
modernization  of  the  European  economy  and  social  fabric  was 
promoted  relentlessly  through  the  Plan  and  a  clear  attempt  was 
made  to  demonstrate  the  overarching  benefits  of  such  systems.  It 
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was  also  implicit  however,  that  "in  rationalizing 
itself ...  [European]  society  becomes  similar  to  America.  Or,  to 
put  it  slightly  differently,  progress  always  means 
Americanization"  (Sakai,  97-98).  The  Marshal  Plan  may  then 
been  seen  as  a  method  by  which  the  United  States  could  assert 
the  universality  of  their  mode  of  modernization  over  Europe. 

More  than  a  method  for  distributing  economic  aid,  the 
Marshall  Plan  encouraged  a  very  specific  type  of  social  recovery 
after  the  Second  World  War.  There  was  a  general  fear  that 
economic  disparity  and  material  deprivation  would  ultimately 
lead  to  the  rise  of  communism,  and  there  was  an  even  greater 
anxiety  in  the  American  government  that  if  France  fell  to 
communism,  the  rest  of  Europe  would  be  soon  to  follow. 
According  to  Marshall,  "the  crisis  in  Europe  was  a  threat  to 
modern  civilization  because  it  led  to  disturbances  arising  as  a 
result  of  the  desperation  of  the  people  concerned."  (Mckenzie  4). 
France  had  thus  become  a  central  focus  of  the  Marshall  Plan 
Policy  makers  in  the  United  States  saw  France  as  "a  weakened 
country,  which  was  in  need  of  spiritual  and  cultural  renewal" 
(Mckenzie  6).  In  an  attempt  to  ward  off  such  disparity,  the 
United  States  was  marketed  to  France  by  way  of  films, 
exhibitions,  various  publications  and  educational  programs,  as  a 
social,  cultural  and  economic  model  to  be  emulated.  "A 
particular  fantasy  was  exported  by  the  United  States,  along  with 
the  gadgets,  technologies  and  exports  of  American  capitalism,  to 
a  Europe  divested  by  war  -  the  fantasy  of  timeless,  even  and 
limitless  development"  (Ross  10).  Thus  the  'American  way  of 
life,'  most  notably  the  purchase  and  possession  of  mass- 
produced  consumer  goods  and  the  cultural  values  attached  to 
such  conspicuous  consumption,  became  an  American  export  in 
its  own  right,  which  consequently,  would  mean  a  critical 
challenge  to  French  national  identity. 

By  1953,  American-style  modernization  and  the 
subsequent  postwar  economic  boom  had  taken  off  in  France, 
financed  by  nearly  three  million  dollars  in  aid  provided  by  the 
Marshall   Plan   (Wilson  418).   While  most  western  European 
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countries  fell  under  the  immense  cultural,  economic  and  political 
influence  of  the  United  States  in  the  late  1940s  and  1950s,  in  no 
country  did  Europeans  argue  as  bitterly  about  the  suitability  of 
the  American  model  as  they  did  in  France  (Chapman  297). 
According  to  Richard  Kuisel  in  Seducing  the  French:  The 
Dilemma  of  Americanization,  such  rebellion  against  America  had 
its  principal  source  in  the  need  for  a  strong  conception  of  French 
national  identity  rather  than  a  fundamental  dislike  of  American 
lifestyles  and  mores.  "The  challenge  was  to  become 
economically  and  socially  "modern"  without  such  American  sins 
as  social  conformity,  economic  savagery,  and  cultural  sterility" 
(Kuisel,  3).  What  also  became  essential  at  this  time  was  the  need 
to  discover,  preserve  (and  at  times  even  invent)  that  which  had 
been,  and  was  unique  to  the  French  national  community,  against 
the  perceived  homogenizing  effects  of  American  modernization. 
More  often  than  not,  such  definitions  were  played  out  and 
illustrated  through  the  artistic  production  of  Parisian  artists. 

One  of  the  principle  features  in  defining  both  Frenchness 
and  French  universality  in  contrast  to  the  Americans  was  the 
concept  of  civilisation.  In  the  1950s,  "it  became  commonplace 
for  intellectuals  to  contrast  French  good  taste,  quality,  erudition, 
individuality  and  manners  with  American  banality,  conformity, 
anti-intellectualism  and  optimism"  (Chapman  298),  essentially 
as  a  means  by  which  to  differentiate  French  civilisation  from 
American  commercialization.  Kuisel  stresses  that  for  many 
intellectuals  the  stakes  of  the  debate  about  America  were  quite 
political  —  a  negative  vision  of  America  provided  a  way  to 
reaffirm  the  universality  of  Frenchness.  "Frenchness,  as 
measured  by  the  American  Other,  had  featured  attributes  like 
individualism,  la  douceur  de  vivre,  and  humanistic  civilisation" 
(Kuisel,  7).  At  times,  America  was  outright  denied  the  notion  of 
possessing  any  signs  of  civilization  whatsoever.  A  tone  of 
cultural  superiority  often  thus  marked  the  French  discourse 
regarding  the  New  World  of  the  United  States. 

This  type  of  stereotyping  remained  a  fixed  cultural  norm 
in  French  society  throughout  the  decade,  and  marked  Americans 
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as  les  grands  enfant s,  a  country  that  was  both  too  young  and  too 
immature  to  truly  be  civilized.  While  asserting  their  cultural 
superiority  over  the  United  States,  this  French  caricature  of 
American  citizens  may  also  be  considered  a  foil  by  which  to 
prop  up  the  mythic  identity  of  the  French  nation.  As  Sakai 
argues,  France  was  "urged  to  approach  others  in  order  to 
ceaselessly  transform  its  self-image...  [seeking]  itself  in  the 
midst  of  interaction  with  the  Other"  (94).  Thus,  Kuisel  notes 
more  specifically,  "if  Americans  were  conformists  and  youthful, 
then  implicitly  the  French  were  individualists  and  mature"  (36), 
French  identity  is  here  defined  only  by  American 
shortcomings — fulfilling  that  which  America  lacks. 

At  this  point  in  history,  the  French,  in  their  assessment 
of  America,  tended  more  than  other  nationalities,  to  perceive 
Americans  as  dominateurs  or  a  cultural  menace  (Kuisel,  30).  The 
Paris  art  world  ultimately  reflected  this  prejudice.  For  the 
majority  of  artists  and  critics  active  at  the  time,  the  United  States 
remained  an  imperialist  country,  both  geopolitically  and 
culturally.  Thus,  as  Eric  de  Chassey  writes,  "few  in  Paris 
recognized  any  merit  in  new  American  art,  and  even  fewer 
allowed  themselves  to  be  influenced"  (344).  Chassey  also 
highlights  the  inherent  prejudice  on  the  part  of  French  artists 
towards  their  American  counterparts.  In  the  cultural  as  well  as 
political  sphere,  "America  was  looked  down  upon,  either  as  too 
young  a  country  to  produce  real  art  or  as  simply  an  imperialist 
country  whose  culture  was  based  on  propaganda  and 
exploitation"  (de  Chassey,  334).  Resistance  to  American  art 
served  to  protect  civilisation  against  the  more  broadly  perceived 
vulgarity  of  the  American  system. 

Andre  Fougeron's  Atlantic  Civilization  of  1953  [Figure 
1],  a  quintessential  anti-American  artwork  of  the  period,  alludes 
to  America's  growing  reputation  as  a  dictatorial  society. 
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Figure  1  Andre  Fougeron  Atlantic  Civilization,  1953 


Dividing  the  picture  plane  in  two,  with  French  society  depicted 
on  the  left  and  that  of  America  on  the  right  (perhaps  itself 
indicative  of  the  perceived  political  leanings  of  each  country) 
Fougeron  has,  in  his  own  words,  illustrated  "the  American 
occupation  of  our  country"  (de  Chassey  345).  America  is 
symbolized  here  by  the  central  figure  of  the  GI  relaxing  on  a 
chair  with  a  pornographic  magazine  and  by  the  big  blue 
voracious  Buick.  Fougeron  introduces  signs  of  American 
'brutality',  both  the  in  the  treatment  of  the  environment  and  the 
economy,  as  demonstrated  through  the  large  industrial  factory 
that  seems  to  encompass  and  suffocate  the  French  children  in  the 
upper  left  of  the  image.  The  physical  brutality  of  the  New  World 
is  also  present,  depicted  in  the  GI  who  is  pointing  his  rifle 
towards  the  left  (French)  side  of  the  image,  as  well  as  the  electric 
chair  held  high  on  a  pedestal,  which  remains  a  powerful  symbol 
of  American  political  violence. 

Deliberately  contrasted  in  direct  opposition  to  American 
violence  and  extremism,  French  humanism  and  compassion  are 
illustrated  here  as  the  only  viable  alternative.  Fougeron's 
Atlantic  Civilization  thus  becomes  illustrative  that  "what  we 
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normally  call  universalism  is  a  particularism  thinking  itself  as 
universalism  [...]  For  [France]  to  be  assumed  to  represent  the 
most  densely  universalistic  social  formation,  it  must  be  the  most 
advanced  particularity"  (Sakai  98-99).  Interpreted  under  the 
theoretical  models  set  forth  by  Sakai  and  Kuisel,  Fougeroivs 
painting  may  thus  operate  as  a  visual  representation  of  both  the 
French  necessity  to  defend  civilisation  by  particularizing 
themselves  against  the  perceived  ills  and  destructive  nature  of 
the  United  States,  while  also  positioning  the  notion  of 
civilisation  as  a  universally  superior  value  system. 

The  notion  of  civilisation  becomes  especially  interesting 
in  Fougeron's  work  because  of  its  explicit  mention  in  the  title. 
Whether  deliberate  or  not,  the  title  Atlantic  Civilization 
ultimately  sets  up  a  binary  opposition  between  that  which  is  to 
be  associated  with  the  American  way  of  life,  (the  Atlantic 
society)  against  the  French  qitotidien,  which  remains  unnamed. 
The  French  sense  of  universalism  ultimately  relies  on  their 
defining  themselves  against  the  American  Other  and  the 
characteristics  they  perceive  intrinsic  to  the  United  States.  Here, 
"universalism  and  particularism  endorse  each  other's  defect  in 
order  to  conceal  their  own:  they  are  intimately  tied  to  each  other 
in  their  accomplice"  (Sakai  105).  Such  views  as  presented  by 
Fougeron  further  the  notion  of  French  superiority,  and  in  essence 
characterize  an  attempt  to  defend  a  very  particular  sense  of 
French  self  and  nationhood  that  was  meant  to  reign  as  the 
universal. 

While  the  first  wave  of  post-war  anti-Americanism  was 
a  result  of  the  humiliating  effects  of  the  Marshall  Plan  and 
essentially  a  product  of  the  early  years  of  the  Cold  War,  the 
extreme  prejudice  against  the  United  States  remained  strong  into 
the  height  of  the  political  and  cultural  turmoil  of  the  1960s, 
revealing  a  struggle  for  modernity,  independence  and  most 
specifically  national  identity.  Throughout  the  following  decade, 
the  myth  of  European  Diffusionism  would  remain  an  intense 
undercurrent  within  much  art  practiced  in  France;  resistance 
against  the  America  way  of  life  continued  to  be  manifested  in  the 
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French  cultural  sphere  as  a  means  by  which  to  assert  notions  of 
French  superiority  and  to  propagate  the  country's  universalism. 

The  1960s  marked  a  substantial  shift  in  the  international 
art  market,  with  New  York  rising  to  the  fore  as  the  cultural 
centre  of  artistic  production,  criticism  and  sales.58  As  critic  Jean 
Clair  remarked,  "cut  off  from  reality  and  isolated  in  arrogant 
provincialism,  Paris  had  long  since  ceased  to  play  a  role  of  the 
slightest  importance  on  art's  international  stage"  (de  Chassey 
348).  The  notion  of  European  Diffusionism  and  French  cultural 
superiority  came  under  heavy  threat.  Whereas  many  French 
artists  attempted  to  cling  to  the  idea  of  Paris  as  the  cultural  centre 
of  the  world,  the  burgeoning  influence  of  American  critics, 
curators  and  museums  made  it  impossible  for  the  French  to 
ignore  what  was  happening  on  the  American  scene.  Many  young 
and  rising  artists  such  as  Annan,  Christo,  Martial  Raysse  and 
Daniel  Spoerri,  who  wanted  to  maintain  a  sense  of  international 
credibility,  saw  no  other  viable  option  than  to  emigrate  to  the 
United  States  (de  Chassey  348),  following  such  Modernist  icons 
as  Marcel  Duchamp  and  Piet  Mondrian.  This  global  movement 
ultimately  contradicted  the  notion  of  European  Diffusionism,  as 
culture  had  now  begun  to  spread  out  from  the  New  World,  rather 
than  diffusing  from  the  European  centre  as  the  myth  traditionally 
dictated. 

Anti-Americanism  at  this  time  was  especially  rampant 
among  French  intellectuals;  there  no  longer  seemed  to  be  a  need 
to  speculate  as  to  the  possible  detrimental  effects  of  American 
culture  on  French  civilization — they  were  already  evident. 
Exemplified  by  the  new  reliance  of  French  artists  on  the 
American  cultural  system,  French  society  in  general  had  been 
immersed  in  Americanization  and  had  consequently  been 
completely  swept  up  in  the  mode  of  consumerism.  While  the 
country  now  enjoyed  greater  affluence,  more  consumer 
comforts,  easier  communication  and  mobility,  it  also 
experienced,  according  to  the  intelligentsia,  "a  life-style  centered 
on  acts  of  purchase,  instant  obsolescence,  incessant  advertising, 
a  profusion  of  foreign  companies  and  products,  congested  cities, 
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empty  villages,  a  faster  pace  of  life,  pollution,  and  the  corruption 
of  language''  (Kuisel  186).  Thus  sentiments  of  anti-Americanism 
became  clearly  aligned  with  debates  against  consumerism. 

Attacks  on  this  new  abundance  were  rampant  amongst 
the  leftist  intellectuals  of  the  time.  French  theorists  such  as  Henri 
Lefebvre,  Jean  Baudrillard  and  Guy  Debord  vilified  this  new 
society  of  consumers,  predicting  that  that  the  valuation  of 
consumer  objects  over  social  intercourse,  of  personal 
gratification  over  the  work  ethic,  and  of  prefabricated  desires 
over  real  needs  would  lead  to  extreme  social  alienation. 
Baudrillard  spoke  of  consumerism  as  "a  pact  with  the  devil  in 
which  individuals  sacrificed  their  identity  and  transcendence  for 
a  world  of  signs.  For  these  critics  America  became  a  reference 
point"  (Kuisel  188).  French  intellectuals  maintained  that  the 
country  had  become  victimized  by  advertising  and  the 
commercial  object  and  in  these  admonitory  remarks,  anti- 
American,  sentiments  ultimately  melded  with  the  more  general 
fears  of  consumer  culture  at  large,  vilifying  the  image  of  the 
New  World.  Inherently,  at  the  base  of  these  fears  remained  the 
myth  of  French  universalism  -  American  continued  to  be 
menace  towards  the  notion  of  French  culture,  thus  a  persistent 
fear  formed  where  culture  and  civilisation  remained  in  apparent 
jeopardy. 

The  protectionism  civilisation  offered  provides  the  key 
to  understanding  artistic  reactions  to  America,  and  specifically 
the  consumerist  society  it  perpetuated.  Parisian  artists  and  critics 
particularly  disparaged  American  Pop  artists  for  their  "uncritical 
acceptance  of  consumerism  and  commodity  culture,  defending 
the  French  tradition  against  foreign  contamination,  and 
particularly  against  the  so-called  vulgarity  of  American  art"  (de 
Chassey,  348).  Although  they  could  not  dispute  that  New  York 
was  now  the  clear  centre  of  the  art  world,  French  artists  still 
tended  to  despise  art  that  did  not  come  (at  least  indirectly)  from 
Paris.  Even  in  the  domain  of  Pop  Art,  in  which  the  importance  of 
American  artists  was  paramount,  French  artists  and  critics  tended 
to  downplay  their  significance  in  favour  of  political  vindications. 
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In  the  cultural  domain,  this  intense  politicization  of  art  comes  to 
stand  for  that  which  truly  defines  the  French  against  the  America 
-  the  notion  of  political  engagement  is  contrasted  against  the 
perceived  social  detachments  of  Americans  and  their  art. 

Perhaps  the  clearest  example  of  this  type  of  concerted 
particularization  on  the  part  of  French  artists  came  from  the 
group  known  as  Narrative  Figuration.  Employing  a  detached, 
realist  style  that  mimicked  that  of  poster  or  silkscreen 
advertising,  this  loosely  tied  group  of  artists,  which  included,  but 
was  not  limited  to  Pierre  Bettencourt,  Eduardo  Arroyo,  Erro  (ne 
Gudmundur  Gudmundsson),  Francois  Arnal,  Gilles  Aillaud,  and 
Antontio  Recalcati,  was  known  for  creating  highly  politically 
charged  works  that  took  an  anarchistic  stance  against 
Americanism  and  its  pervasive  culture.  "In  all  its  different 
varieties,  Narrative  Figuration  was  a  response  to  a  need  for 
global  appropriation  of  a  reality... perceived  in  time  relations. 
The  work  of  art  remains  what  it  has  always  been:  an  object  of 
dialogue  and  confrontation"  (Gassiot-Talabot,  275).  Through  a 
return  to  figuration,  and  the  rejection  of  abstraction,  the 
Narrative  Figuration  artists  sought  to  engage  with  both  the 
political  and  intellectual  debates  of  the  day,  and  positioned 
themselves  in  direct  opposition  to  the  Vietnam  War, 
consumerism  and  all  things  American. 

This  type  of  response  to  American  culture  was  in  fact, 
quite  unique  in  French  art.  "For  the  first  time  in  the  history  of 
French  art,  it  could  be  said  that  French  artists  were  creating 
against  precedents  set  up  by  Americans;  the  singly  image  of 
American  Pop  was  being  replaced  by  the  multi-layered  narrative 
of  French  Narrative  Figuration"  (de  Chassey  349).  Viewing  Pop 
Art  as  the  illustration  of  American  imperialism,  artists  such  as 
Erro  employed  the  proto-pop  comic  book  or  film  strip  style  as  a 
form  of  cultural  resistance  -  his  work  often  depicted  the  generic 
American  home  as  invaded  by  both  consumer  items  and  heroic- 
looking  Vietcong  guerrillas.  In  images  such  as  American  Interior 
No.  10  (1968)  [Figure  2],  American  children  surrounded  by  the 
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luxury  of  consumer  goods  are  watched  over  by  Chinese  Red 
Guards. 


Figure  2  Erro  American  Interior  No.  10,  1968 


Overtly  political  in  nature,  this  painting,  like  many  completed  by 
Erro  at  this  time,  demonstrates  the  artist's  opinion  that  the  only 
viable  means  by  which  to  defeat  the  American  (and  consequently 
the  new  French)  consumerist  system  was  through  the  domination 
of  extreme  leftist  political  system,  whether  it  be  in  the  form  of 
Chinese  Red  Guards  or,  later,  the  Russian  Mujiks  (de  Chassey, 
349).  Although  accused  by  some  as  being  inherently  ambiguous, 
Erro's  comic-book  style  painting  thus  exemplifies  the  Narrative 
Figuration  style  of  juxtaposing  the  banality  of  everyday  living 
with  overtly  political  commentary.59 
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Erro's  Background  to  Jackson  Pollock  (1967)  [Figure  3] 
also  exemplifies  the  protection  of  French  civilisation  and 
universality. 


Figure  3  Erro  TJie  Background  of  Jackson  Pollock,  1967 


Centered  on  the  ubiquitous  hero  of  American  Abstract 
Expressionism,  Erro  creates  a  vast  collage-scape  of  European, 
primarily  French  first  wave  Modernist  masterpieces,  including 
Picasso's  Demoiselles  D 'Avignon  (1907),  and  Three  Musicians 
(1921),  Marcel  Duchamp's  Nude  Descending  a  Staircase  (1912), 
and  various  works  by  Mondrian,  Matisse,  Van  Gogh  and  the 
Surrealists,  as  a  claustrophobic  backdrop  for  the  American 
artists.  Given  both  the  title  of  the  work  and  directional  manner  in 
which  each  of  the  French  masterworks  seems  to  converge  on  the 
pensive  head  of  Pollock,  this  image  may  be  read  as  an  endeavor 
to  draw  connections  between  the  artistic  capacity  of  the 
American  artists  and  his  reliance  on  French  Modern  artists. 
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Considered  in  terms  of  an  attempt  to  safeguard  or  uphold 
French  civilisation,  this  image  reads  as  an  allegorical  endeavor  to 
draw  direct  linage  from  French  Modernism  to  the  artistic 
innovations  occurring  in  the  New  World.  Rather  than  Pollock 
having  been  able  to  be  artistically  innovative  on  his  own,  this 
image  that  it  is  in  fact  French  or  European  influence  that  has  lead 
him  to  his  current  status  as  an  artist.  The  Background  of  Jackson 
Pollock  presents  an  unmistakeable  visual  illustration  of  Blaut's 
notion  of  Eurocentric  Diffusionism,  representing  the  'traditional' 
flow  of  culture  from  Europe  to  the  periphery.  It  insinuates  that 
the  Inside  continues  to  innovate,  while  the  Outside  is  only 
capable  of  imitation.  Despite  the  concrete  realities  that 
demonstrated  the  French  were  no  longer  the  universal  centre  of 
the  art  world,  Erro's  work  nevertheless  continues  to  assert  this 
type  nationalistic  Diffusionism,  and  to  utilize  the  image  of  the 
young  and  immature  America  as  a  foil  by  which  prop  up  the 
post-war  French  identity. 

Perhaps  the  most  outwardly  violent  example  of  anti- 
American  sentiment  is  thecollaborative  work  of  Gilles  Ail  laud, 
Eduardo  Arroyo  and  Antontio  Recalcati,  titled  To  Live  or  Let 
Die,  of  the  Tragic  End  of  Marcel  Duchamp  (1965)  [Figure  4]. 

■MM *    #, 


Figure  4  Gilles  Aillaud,  Eduardo  Arroyo  and  Antontio  Recalcati.  To 
Live  or  Let  Die,  or  The  Tragic  End  of  Marcel  Duchamp,  1965 
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First  shown  at  "La  Figuration  Narrative  dans  TArt 
Contemporain"  in  1965,  the  sequence  of  eight  paintings  acts  as  a 
film  or  comic  strip  of  the  final  fictitious  hours  of  Marcel 
Duchamp's  life,  where  the  quintessential  symbol  of  French  art  is 
arrested,  beaten,  interrogate  and  knocked  nude  down  a  staircase. 
Both  his  Fountain  (1917)  and  Large  Glass  (1915-23)  are 
appropriated  from  their  status  as  ready-mades,  and  through  the 
act  of  being  hand-painted  are  parodied  and  robbed  of  their 
original  intentions. 

Assassinated  by  three  men  who  in  fact  represent  Aillaud, 
Arroyo  and  Recalcati  (Gassiot-Talabot  301 ),  in  the  final  panel  of 
the  series,  Duchamp's  coffin  is  borne  beneath  the  Stars  and 
Stripes  like  that  of  a  Vietnam  War  victim,  flanked  by  the 
American  ' artist-generals '  Andy  Warhol,  Claus  Oldenburg,  and 
French  artists  Martial  Raysse,  Arman  and  Pierre  Restany,  all  of 
whom  had  either  emigrated  to  the  United  States,  or  who  had 
promoted  American  values,  such  as  consumerism,  in  a 
specifically  apolitical  manner.  The  three  'living'  French 
protagonists  in  this  narrative,  as  well  as  Duchamp,  who  had 
emigrated  to  New  York  and  become  an  American  citizen  in  1942 
(Wilson,  337),  are  aligned  here  with  the  new  American  art 
dictators,  and  are  reproached  for  their  subsequent  abdication  of 
French  nationality. 

In  an  essay  accompanying  the  series,  How  to  Get  Rid  of 
Him  or  One  Year  Later,  {Comment  s  'en  debarraser,  on  nn  an 
plus  tard)  the  collective  made  their  hostility  to  America  and  its 
aesthetics  explicit  by  linking  this  work  to  their  specific  political 
position.  "Marcel  Duchamp  can  be  seen  to  be  a  particularly 
successful  defender  of  bourgeois  culture.  He  endorses  all  the 
falsehoods  for  which  culture  anaesthetizes  lively  energies  and 
makes  it  live  in  illusion,  thus  condoning  trust  in  the  future"  (de 
Chassey  349).  While  continuing  to  other  American  as  a  means 
by  which  to  propagate  French  universality,  here  the  collective 
persists  in  their  particularization  of  the  French  as  inherently 
political  and  leftist  leaning.  This  virulent  need  to  do  so  appears 
distinctly  here  to  be  connected  with  the  loss  of  cultural  identity 
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that  was  associated  with  Modernism.  "Modernity... is  always 
associated  with  those  regions,  communities  and  peoples  that 
appear  politically  or  economically  superior  to  other  regions, 
communities  and  peoples"  (Sakai  95).  By  submerging  Duchamp, 
one  of  the  pillars  of  French  Modernism  under  the  American  flag, 
one  may  be  inclined  to  propose  that  the  artists  are  in  fact  paying 
homage  to  the  loss  of  mythic,  universalistic  France,  perhaps  even 
mourning  it.  However,  the  violence  with  which  the  collective 
literally  and  figuratively  murders  Duchamp  really  points 
elsewhere,  namely  to  the  inherent  need  to  protect  French  culture 
and  nationality  from  all  forms  of  American  influence. 
Expressing  the  ruthless  opinion  that  'if  you  are  not  with  us  you 
are  against  us'  To  Live  or  Let  Die  thus  represents  a  vituperative 
example  of  nationalistic  French  art. 

The  fear  of  Americanization  became  most  acute  in 
France  the  late  1950s  when  Cold  War  political  polarity  made 
America  a  prime  target  of  left-wing  hostility,  as  witnessed  in  the 
work  of  Andre  Fougeron.  And  yet,  as  illustrated  by  the  artistic 
production  of  the  Narrative  Figuration  group,  such  antagonism 
continued  throughout  the  1960s,  in  the  form  of  anarchist 
responses  to  the  consumerism  and  cultural  alienation  that  had 
thus  been  associated  with  the  United  States.  Such  resistance 
ultimately  stemmed  from  deep  seeded  fears  that  the  French 
national  identity  had  been  put  at  risk,  and  was  only  further 
exacerbated  by  the  subsequent  loss  of  modernity  to  the  New 
World.  These  French  artists  expressed  their  resistance  as  a 
contest  over  safeguarding  civilisation  at  a  time  when  the 
American  Other  seemed  on  the  verge  of  eradicating  Frenchness. 

The  double  bind  of  the  universal  and  particular  binary 
reveals  itself  here  in  full  form  -  it  is  paradoxically  under  the 
weight  of  universalism  that  France  is  forced  to  overtly 
particularize  itself  in  the  decades  after  the  Second  World  War. 
'"The  French  response  to  Americanization  turns  on  the  notion  of 
civilisation.  For  this  was  how  the  French  defined  the  distance 
between  the  two  societies"  (Kuisel  235).  In  order  for  France  to 
remain   universal,   it   must  assert   itself  as  superior  over  the 
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particulars  beneath  it.  And  yet,  when  the  status  of  the  nation  as 
universally  modern  is  in  jeopardy,  the  sole  manner  to  prop  itself 
up  is  by  deliberately  particularizing  itself  against  the  periphery, 
by  manifestly  nationalizing  itself  against  that  which  it  is  opposes. 
By  situating  America  as  Other,  and  one  that  represented 
the  vulgarity  of  materialism,  conformity  and  naive  optimism,  the 
French  separated  themselves  from  the  New  World.  Artists  in 
particular  asserted  their  universal  superiority  and  perpetuated  the 
reign  of  European  Diffusionism.  However,  as  Sakai  notes: 
"universalism  and  particularism  reinforce  and  supplement  each 
other,  they  are  never  in  real  conflict"  (105).  Universality  is 
ultimately  illusory,  betrayed  by  the  essential  self-doubling 
required  to  sustain  this  myth;  for  a  nation  to  believe  itself  as  the 
universal,  it  must  inevitably  exist  as  a  particular.  The  study  of 
representative  French  artistic  responses  to  American  art  points 
not  only  to  ways  in  which  France  attempted  to  retain  this 
universality,  but  also  to  the  flawed  logic  of  their  uniqueness 
during  the  middle  and  late  twentieth  century. 


Notes 


56  See  Serge  Guilbaut,  How  New  York  Stole  the  Idea  of  Modern 
Art:  Abstract  Expressionism,  Freedom,  and  the  Cold  War. 
Chicago:  University  of  Chicago  Press,  1983;  Serge  Guilbaut  et 
al,  Reconstructing  Modernism:  Art  in  New  York,  Paris,  and 
Montreal  1945-1964.  Cambridge,  Mass.:  MIT  Press,  1990. 

43  The  electric  chair  is  in  fact  a  specific  comment  on  the 
execution  of  the  alleged  Soviet-American  spies  Ethel  and  Julius 
Rosenberg  in  1 95 1 . 

8  The  logistics  of  the  shift  will  not  be  treated  in  this  paper.  See 
Guilbault,  1983. 

59  Even  French  art  that  was  considered  neutral  in  its  message  by 
the  Narrative  Figuration  artists  was  recognized  as  working 
against  the  French  cause.  Artists  such  as  the  Nouveau  Realistes, 
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who  depicted  consumer  items  in  their  work,  yet  without  an 
overtly  political  stance,  were  also  chastised  by  the  Narrative 
Figuration  artists 
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"Je  ne  suis  pas  de  la  famiHe":  Queerness  as  Exception  in 
Gide's  L  'immoraliste  and  Genet's  Journal  du  Voleur 
Olivia  Gunn,  University  of  California,  Irvine 

In  a  1991  interview  with  Francois  Ewald,  Derrida  speaks 
of  a  book  "appris  [...]  par  cceur,"  Gide's  Les  Nonrritures 
Terrestres:  "j'ai  toujours  du  traduire  le  'je  haissais  les  foyers,  les 
families,  tout  lieu  ou  Fhomme  pense  trouver  un  repos'  en  un 
simple  'je  ne  suis  pas  de  la  famille,,,  (3).  "Je  ne  suis  pas  de  la 
famille":  A  queer  thing  to  say.  And  here,  I  employ  "queer"  in  its 
emptiest  sense,  as  openly  as  possible  considering  its  unknown 
etymology.  As  the  O.E.D.  has  it,  "queer"  is  a  word  "of  doubtful 
origin."  Throughout  this  paper,  I  use  the  term  "queer"  in  direct 
reference  to  homosexuality.  This  first  reference  is  primarily 
linked  to  acts  orchestrated  by  and  performed  within  a  certain60 
desire;  as  such,  it  is  highly  contextual  and  can  only  be  evoked  by 
the  taking  place  of  the  space  of  desire  (a  space  that  institutes 
nothing  more  than  space,  desire,  but  is  nonetheless  politically 
charged).  The  term  "queer"  will  also  refer  against  the 
institution  l  against  origins,  and  against  a  certain  "familial" 
recuperation  of  language.  This  second  reference  occurs  without 
referent1,  simply  by  taking  place  in  the  place  of  definitional 
crisis,  as  an  exception  that  does  not  prove  the  rule. 

"Je  ne  suis  pas  de  la  famille."  If  the  family  is  taken 
precisely  as  the  place  of  origin  (or  as  the  institution  that  keeps  an 
origin  intact)  then  that  which  is  without  certain  origin  might  be 
regarded  as  being  without  family.  And  if  community  is 
considered  to  be  a  kind  of  family  -  as  a  "lieu  ou  Fhomme  pense 
trouver  un  repos  (Gide)"  -  then  that  which  is  without  origin 
might  even  be  viewed  as  being  without  community.  In  many  of 
its  articulations,  the  term  "queer"  borders  a  vast  political 
significance,  both  implicitly  and  explicitly.  Its  family  might 
generally  be  read  as  a  community  with  particular  political  goals, 
and  there  are  a  variety  of  practices  (reading  practices,  political 
practice  etc.)  that  have  been  taken  up  precisely  in  the  name  of  a 
"queer"  family  or  community.    However  valid  and  useful  these 
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practices  may  be,  a  certain  space  should  be  allowed  for  the 
"doubtful  origin"  of  the  term  "queer,'"  for  its  contextual 
referencing  -  its  link  to  a  specific  act  of  sexual  desire  -  and  for 
its  "reference-less-ness."  '  The  exception  of  "queerness"  -  an 
exception  that  does  not  prove  the  rule  -  is  maintained  only  in 
desire  and  in  the  strange  space  that  queerness  creates  while 
referring  to  no-thing  (to  no  stable,  mastered,  or  thematic 
meaning). 

If  the  claims  that  I  take  on  here  do  not  prove  the  rule, 
even  by  their  exception,  then  they  leave  my  reader  without 
ground  and  without  community,  particularly  if  one  thinks  of 
community  as  a  state  in  which  something  common  (for  example, 
a  definition)  is  possessed.  This  groundless-ness  is,  in  fact, 
necessary,  if  one  is  to  allow  for  a  certain  incoherence  and  for  a 
political  productivity  that  takes  place  at  a  distance  from  the 
family  and  its  various  institutions.  If,  as  I  will  put  forward  below 
via      Leo      Bersani's      book      Homos,  there      is      an 

"anticommunitarian"  tendency  in  homosexuality,  then 
"queerness'"  can  be  related  to  groundless-ness  and  to  a  kind  of 
voluntary  -  even  pleasurable  -  dispossession  (7).  My  present 
interest  lies  in  the  concept  of  the  "queer"  in  relation  to  a 
linguistic  dispossession  that  can  be  aligned  with  Bersani's 
critique  of  solidarity.  According  to  Derrida,  it  is  not  possible  to 
possess  language:  "Parce  qu'il  n'y  a  pas  de  propriete  naturelle  de 
la  langue,  celle-ci  ne  donne  lieu  qu'a  de  la  rage  appropriatrice,  a 
de  la  jalousie  sans  appropriation*"  (Monolinguisme  de  V autre  46). 

The  dispossession  that  is  language  promotes  groundless- 
ness, promotes  a  politics  that  is  "pas  de  la  famille.*"  The 
particularity  of  Bersani's  text  -  a  particularity  that  relies  on  and 
works  within  homosexual  desire  -  serves  as  the  pivot  of  my 
paper,  around  which  I  turn  in  the  implication  that  language  itself 
is  already  "queered"  and  "of  doubtful  origin."  a  citation  without 
a  father  (like  Genet)  and  without  a  mother  tongue  (like  Derrida). 
Gide  L  '  immoraliste  and  Genet's  Journal  du  Voleur  will  serve  as 
the  stage  of  my  explorations  and  as  a  further  queering  of  my 
considerations.      In   reading   these   texts,    I   will    be   looking. 
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primarily,  for  connections  between  a  disregard  for  possession  - 
an  impropriety  -  and  a  disjuncture  from  the  community  or 
family. 

"Je  ne  suis  pas  de  la  famille,,:  a  queer  thing  to  say  in 
relation  to  politics  in  particular  and  perhaps  a  nearly  impossible 
thing  to  say  in  relationship  to  the  nation  as  community,  which 
uses  the  exception  to  prove  its  rule  and  plays,  even  in  its  most 
liberal  manifestations,  as  if  it  could  recuperate  all  things.  In 
Homos,  Bersani  presents  the  reader  with  an  outsider's  politics,  or 
at  least  with  an  objection  to  what  might  be  called  the  politics  of 
belonging:  "[...]  the  homo-ness  that  I  will  be  exploring  in  gay 
desire  is  a  redefinition  of  sociality  so  radical  that  it  may  appear 
to  require  a  provisional  withdrawal  from  relationality65  itself 
(7).  Published  in  1995,  Homos  executes  a  critique  of  the 
contemporary  gay  community's  particular  movement  towards 
identification.  It  is  simultaneously  a  critique  of  queer  theory's 
own  "definitional  crisis"  (Bersani  2).  In  reference  to  the 
championing  of  the  identifying  term  "queer,"  Bersani  writes, 
"[...]  these  reformulations  should  be  both  welcomed  and 
resisted":  welcomed  because  they  interrogate  the  ease  of  "self- 
identifying  moves,"  and  questioned  in  turn  because  a  hyper- 
awareness  of  'de-naturalized  construction"  in  the  gay  community 
is  not  necessarily  a  deterrent  to  normalization  and  assimilation  in 
general:  "having  de-gayed  themselves,  gays  melt  into  the  culture 
they  like  to  think  of  themselves  as  undermining"  (Bersani  2,  5). 
Here,  the  term  "queer"  is  neither  valorized  nor  demonized,  but 
regarded  with  critical  distance,  with  an  awareness  that  a  certain 
"rage"  or  dispossession  ("la  jalousie  sans  appropriation")  can 
result  from  the  attempt  to  recuperate  a  tenn. 

The  line  between  the  "definitional  crisis"  that  Bersani 
cautions  against  and  the  definitional  crisis  that  I  advocate  is  fine, 
and  pleasurable  dispossession  might  be  simultaneous  with  a 
political  dispossession  that  simply  repeats  institutionalized 
deprivations  under  the  guise  of  a  "new  name."  As  Bersani 
writes,  "Since  deconstructing  an  imposed  identity  will  not  erase 
the  habit  of  desire,  it  might  be  more  profitable  to  test  the 
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resistance  of  the  identity  from  within  the  desire  [...]  Perhaps 
inherent  in  gay  desire  is  a  revolutionary  inaptitude  for  heteroized 
sociality"  (6-7).  Although  there  is  no  foolproof  means  of 
arresting  political  deprivations  (just  as  there  is  no  means  of 
"[erasing  the  habit  of  desire]"),  an  emphasis  on  gay  desire  might 
serve  as  means  of  revealing  certain  structures  of  deprivation,  of 
looking  behind  the  "new  name"  in  order  to  resist  that  name's 
assimilation.  This  emphasis  on  homosexual  desire  is  intended  as 
a  guard  (perhaps  dehiscent)  against  the  recuperation  of  the  term 
"queer"  by  hetero-  and  familial  institutions.  Homosexual  desire 
can  then  be  regarded  as  genuinely  queer,  and  not  simply  as  an 
alternative  to  the  institution  of  heterosexuality  that  repeats  this 
institution's  gestures. 

My  reading  and  re-writing  of  Bersani's  critique  of  a 
particular  use  of  the  term  "queer"  can  be  explored  and  illustrated 
with  a  Derridean  theory  of  reading.  The  definitional  crisis  that  I 
advocate  -  against  the  "definitional  crisis"  that  promotes  "de- 
gaying"  -  relies  precisely  on  a  deconstructionist  reading, 
although  this  reading  must  maintain  its  presence  within  desire. 
Again,  it  cannot  approach  the  "queer"  from  the  standpoint  of  the 
institution  of  the  family;  it  cannot  bring  queerness  under  the 
thematic  banner  of  the  family  or  of  the  defined  political 
community.  It  must  take  place  as  paradox,  occurring  counter- 
intuitively,  and,  in  addition  to  maintaining  its  presence  within 
homosexual  desire,  it  must  remain  "queer"  in  the  second  sense: 
as  a  reference  without  referent. 

Above  and  throughout  this  paper,  I  am  mimicking 
Derrida's  essay,  "La  Double  Seance,"  in  order  to  evoke  a  reading 
practice  that  puts  the  rule  and  the  theme  in  question.  In  "La 
Double  Seance,"  Derrida  resists  a  particular  reading  of 
Mallarme,  one  that  relies  upon  'mastered  meaning'  or  theme, 
upon  constructing  a  rule  that  can  recuperate  and  prove  itself  by 
all  its  exceptions.  Derrida  resists  this  reading,  performing  an 
alternative  reading  in  favor  of  the  "blanc"  and  the  "pli,"  figures 
that  do  not  recuperate,  cannot  be  mastered  and  thus  mark  "ies 
limites  memes  de  la  critique  thematique"  ("La  Double  Seance" 


74 


"Je  ne  suis  pas  de  lafamille  " 

300-301  ).66  Considering  a  certain  mimesis,  a  Mallarmean 
mimesis  that  he  regards  as  beyond  "F interpretation  platonicienne 
ou  metaphysique,"  Derrida  writes,, 

[...]  c'est  une  difference  sans  reference,  ou  plutot  nne 
reference  sans  referent,  sans  unite  premiere  ou  derniere, 
fantome  qui  n'est  le  fantome  d'aucune  chair,  errant,  sans 
passe,  sans  mort,  sans  naissance  ni  presence"  (my  italics 
254). 

The  second  referencing  of  the  term  "queer  "-  a  referencing 
without  referent  that,  importantly,  is  not  in  symmetrical 
opposition  to  the  first  reference  -  is  like  the  'blank'  and  the 
'fold'  in  that  it  cannot  be  mastered;  it  is  without  birth,  without 
presence  and  without  death.  To  be  without  birth  and  without 
death  (without  progeny,  if  children  mark  one's  death)  is  to  be 
without  family;  to  be  a  reference  without  referent  is  to  be 
"queer,"  to  have  no  known  origin  and  no  institution. 

Although  the  term  that  I  use  herein  differs  from  the 
terms  used  by  Derrida  -  queer  "taking  the  place"  of  "blanc"  and 
"pli"  -  the  reading  practice  is  similar  in  that  it  seeks  to  avoid 
master  themes  in  favor  of  that  which  cannot  be  recuperated671. 
The  price  of  this  reading  is  a  certain  voiding  (or  emptying,  vider) 
of  "proper"  meaning.  Admittedly,  a  terminological  landslide 
happens,  and  this  landslide  may  risk  the  "proper"  identity  or 
identification  of  its  subject,  the  "homosexual."  However  and 
significantly,  this  risk  occurs  in  favor  of  a  desire  that  remains  at 
a  distance  from  the  master  themes,  political  and  otherwise,  of 
"heteroized  sociality."  This  deconstructive  reading  does  not  and 
cannot,  as  Bersani  notes,  erase  desire,  habitual  or  otherwise;  it 
encourages  the  space  made  by  desire  rather  than  filling  that 
space  with  thematic  clarifications.  The  "anti-communitarian"  - 
that  which  I  am  regarding  also  as  non-familial  -  both  finds  itself 
and  loses  itself  in  this  space,  thus  promoting  a  desire  that  cannot 
be  assimilated  or  commonly  held. 
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In  "Gay  Outlaw."  the  final  chapter  of  Homos,  Bersani 
performs  a  literary  analysis  of  works  by  Gide,  Proust  and  Genet 
in  order  to  persuade  his  readers  of  this  "anticommunitarian" 
tendency  in  homosexuality  and  to  demonstrate  this  tendency 
through  gay  characters  removed  from  contemporary  debates  on 
queer  political  action.  He  writes, 

This  difficult  project  will  be  ventured  in  chapter  4  [...] 
not  as  a  more  or  less  enjoyable  addendum  of  literary 
criticism  to  the  arguments  made  in  the  rest  of  the  book, 
but,  instead,  as  absolutely  crucial  to  the  persuasiveness 
of  those  arguments.  The  writers  that  I  discuss  are  -  in 
sharp  contrast  to  contemporary  gay  and  lesbian  theorists 
-  drawn  to  the  anticommunitarian  impulses  they 
discover  in  homosexual  desire.  (Bersani  7) 

Gide's  L" immoraliste  and  Genet's  Journal  du  Voleur  approach  a 
certain  notion  of  "queerness"  as  exception.  My  reading  of  these 
works  serves  as  an  articulation,  extension  and  complication  of 
Bersani's  propositions.  Again,  I  will  be  looking  for  connections 
between  a  disregard  for  possession,  or  impropriety,  and  a 
disjuncture  from  the  community  or  family.  According  to 
Bersani,  Gide's  Michel  and  Genet  can  be  seen  as  "[blocking]  the 
cultural  discipline  of  identification"'  (Bersani  124-125).  I  am 
translating  this  "blocking"  into  an  obscuring  or  decentering  of 
the  line  between  French  and  foreigner,  and  into  a  dispossession 
of  the  rule  of  locatable  identity  (Bersani  124-125).  At  odds  with 
the  state,  constantly  crossing  borders  and  undermining  or 
ignoring  systems  of  "propriete,"  Genet  and  Michel  find 
something  of  the  outside  on  the  inside,  an  exception  to  exception 
that  does  not  prove  the  rule. 

This  endeavor  hosts  two  simultaneous  logics:  In 
resistance  to  erasure  or  "de-gaying,"  I  accept  Bersani's  definition 
of  the  male  homosexual  as  one  for  whom  "the  penis  [is]  a 
conscious  source  of  erotic  stimulation"  (Bersani  9). 
Simultaneously,  I  proceed  with  a  second  illustration  of  the  term 
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"queer"  -  including  the  non-definitional  reference  without 
referent  -  welcoming  this  stumbling  block  to  identification  and 
thereby  remaining  in  the  precarious  place  of  definitional  crisis. 
Like  the  two  logics  addressed  by  Derrida  in  Monolinguisme  de 
V autre  -  logics  that  I  will  address  in  my  conclusion:  "celle  de 
Fexemplarite  et  celle  de  fhote  comme  otage"  -  these  logics  of 
queerness  do  not  oppose  nor  perfectly  promote  one  another; 
rather,  they  entangle  and  intersect,  simultaneously  propping  up, 
producing,  rerouting  and  even  impeding  one  another  (41). 

L ' immoral iste  opens  onto  its  conclusion  with  a  letter 
from  Michel's  friend  and  chronicler,  who  has  come  to  Algeria 
with  the  aim  of  recovering  him  from  his  dispossession.  He  asks, 
"En  quoi  Michel  peut-il  servir  l'Etat?  J'avoue  que  je  fignore  ... 
II  lui  faut  une  occupation.  La  haute  position  que  font  value  tes 
grands  merites,  le  pouvoir  que  tu  tiens,  permettront-ils  de  la 
trouver?  Hate-toi. Michel  est  devoue  :  il  Test  encore  :  il  ne  le 
sera  bientot  plus  qu'a  lui-meme"  (Gide  12).  Bersani  opens  his 
discussion  of  Gide  in  "Gay  Outlaw"  with  a  similar  question: 
"How  can  a  man  like  Michel  serve  the  state?"  (114).  For 
Bersani,  this  question  can  be  aligned  with  another,  more 
contemporary  and  distinctly  defiant  question:  "Should  a 
homosexual  be  a  good  citizen?"  (113).  He  writes,  "It  would  be 
difficult  to  imagine  a  less  gay-affirmative  question  at  a  time 
when  gay  men  and  lesbians  have  been  strenuously  trying  to 
persuade  society  that  they  can  be  good  parents,  good  soldiers, 
good  priests"  (113).  This  is  the  significance  of  Michel's 
character  for  Bersani's  argument:  his  particular  sexuality, 
perhaps  a  homosexuality,  perhaps  pederasty,  is  definitely  queer. 
Michel  keeps  a  distance  from  the  assimilating,  hetero-promoting 
machinery  of  the  state.  What  is  it,  specifically,  that  is  swiftly 
placing  Michel  beyond  the  reach  of  the  state?  In  L  'immoraliste, 
the  connection  between  disregard  for  possession  and  disjuncture 
from  the  community  is  rather  explicit.  It  is  not  clear  (either  to 
the  reader  or  to  Michel  himself)  how  one  would  define  a  "man 
like  Michel"  (114).    In  other  words,  it  is  a  general  impropriety, 
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including  a  lack  of  self-possession,  which  places  Michel  at  a 
remove  from  the  reach  of  the  state. 

Curiously,  Michel's  crucial  diagnosis  comes  some  time 
after  his  recovery  from  tuberculosis.  Upon  returning  to  Paris,  an 
acquaintance  shows  up  to  his  first  lecture,  informing  him  of  his 
missing  sens:  le  sens  *kde  la  propriete"  (Gide  111).  Michel 
participates  in  activities  that  undermine  his  ability  to  retain  and 
adequately  care  for  his  property.  He  consorts  with  and  funds  the 
poachers  on  his  farm  and  seeks  the  company  of  criminals  and 
beggars:  *\Je  m'attachais  aux  plus  frustes  natures,  comme  si,  de 
leur  obscurite,  j'attendais,  pour  m'eclairer,  quelque  lumiere" 
(Gide  134).  He  spends  money  without  bounds,  and,  finally,  he 
neglects  the  possession  that  he  has  in  his  wife.  After  Marceline 
falls  ill,  Michel  drags  her  back  to  Algeria,  but  there  is  no  cure 
there  for  Marceline.  In  Algeria,  there  is  only  a  return  to  those 
who  gave  Michel  the  will  to  live:  the  'golden'  boys  who 
presented  him  with  the  picture  of  health,  with  the  desire  to  be 
beautiful  and  to  expose  himself  to  the  sun. 

Significantly,  Michel  is  driven  to  be  near  and  to  share 
space  with  a  certain  figure  of  desire,  but  he  does  not  make  this 
figure  his  object;  that  is,  Michel  makes  no  attempt  to  possess  the 
boys  that  he  admires.  In  his  admiration,  Michel  appears  to 
confuse  having  with  being,  making  no  explicit  demands  on  the 
bodies  of  these  boys  other  than  through  an  endeavor  to  resemble 
them.  Bersani  calls  this  "a  sexual  preference  without  sex,"  and  it 
is  precisely  this  configuration  that  evades  the  hetero  system,  a 
system  that  depends  upon  possession,  upon  propriety  (118).  In 
practicing  a  "sexual  preference  without  sex,"  Michel's 
serviceability  remains  in  question,  since  one  must  possess  and  be 
possessed  in  order  to  serve  the  state. 

Unlike  the  "golden*  boys  of  Algeria,  a  wife  has  the  definite 
status  of  a  possession,  but  like  the  rest  of  Michel's  property, 
Marceline  is  neglected  and  eventually  dispossessed.  Michel 
moves  through  Marceline  on  the  way  to  his  own  dispossession, 
which  is  just  coming  into  full  bloom  as  the  book  begins  and  as 
his  friend  and  chronicler  is  writing  for  help.     Perceptive  and 
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conscious  of  Michel's  desires,  Marceline  remarks,  "'Je  vois  bien 
[...]  je  vois  bien  votre  ...  doctrine  -  car  c'est  une  doctrine  a 
present.  Elle  est  belle,  peut-etre  [...]  mais  elle  supprime  les 
faibles"  (Gide  162).  As  Marceline  knows,  Michel's  pursuit  of  a 
certain  aesthetic  pleasure,  his  belle  doctrine,  will  fail  to  preserve 
the  institution  of  the  family.  It  will  fail  to  keep  a  certain  system 
intact  and  losses  will  be  suffered  in  the  dissolution  of  this 
system.  In  response  to  Marceline's  critique  of  Michel's 
"doctrine,"  Bersani  writes,  "But  the  way  we  live  already 
eliminates  the  weak,  and  the  familiar  piety  she  expresses  serves 
to  perpetuate  their  oppression.  Nothing  could  be  more  different 
from  the  strength  of  Michel's  self-divestiture,  from  the  risks  he 
takes  in  loving  the  other  as  same,  in  homo-ness  [...]  If  Michel's 
immoralism  defies  disciplinary  intentions,  it  also  gives  up  that 
protection.  And  this  should  help  us  to  see  what  is  at  stake  in 
Michel's  timid  sexuality"  (129).  For  some  readers,  Bersani's 
critique  of  Marceline 's  propriety  -  his  valorization  of  Michel's 
impropriety  -  might  be  cold  comfort.  In  her  book,  Andre  Gide 
and  the  Codes  of  Homotextuality,  Emily  Apter  offers  a  feminist 
reading  of  Marceline's  character.  She  writes, 

The  transfixed  expression  of  Marceline's 
cavernous  eyes  is  harrowingly  transcribed  [...]  a 
moment  before  her  death  ("mais  ses  yeux  restent  grands 
ouverts")  as  if  to  punctuate  the  end-point  in  the  abyssal 
chain  stretching  from  the  dark  patches  of  discoloration 
on  her  body,  to  the  blank  space  in  dialogue,  to  the  black 
orifices  of  her  nose  and  eyes.  Without  imputing  a  vulgar 
misogyny  to  Michel,  or  for  that  matter  to  Gide,  we 
arenonetheless  left  with  the  dilemma  of  how  to  interpret 
this  censorship  of  the  feminine  -  of  the  woman's  body 
and  the  woman's  "parole."  Has  Marceline  simply  been 
sublated,  interred  and  inscribed  in  the  homotextual 
"inquietude"  that  reverberates  in  each  of  the  recit's 
elisions?  Or  can  her  negation,  her  disappearance  into  the 
"abime"  be  read  as   a  protofeminist   fable   in  which 
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masculine  and  feminine  "jouissance"  are  presented  as 
mutually  exclusive?  (124) 

Apter's  mention  of  a  "protofeminist  fable  in  which  masculine 
and  feminine  "jouissance"  are  presented  as  mutually  exclusive'* 
introduces  an  intriguing  model  for  an  analysis  of  Marceline's 
character.  However,  in  the  context  of  this  paper,  it  would  be 
difficult  to  employ  this  model  without  "imputing"  just  such  a 
"vulgar  misogyny"  to  Bersani.  Although  there  is  a  gap  in 
Bersani's  text,  which  might  call  for  a  feminist  reading,  the 
"mutual  exclusivity*  of  such  a  reading  depends  heavily  on  the 
structures  of  the  hetero.  Marceline's  need  for  care  and 
protection  -  her  dependence  on  her  husband  -  is  the  flipside  of 
the  coin  of  "disciplinary  intentions,"  and,  as  such,  makes  her 
unintentionally  and  perhaps  unavoidable  complicit  with  another 
kind  of  system:  a  system  that  plays  at  difference  under  the  "new 
name"  of  "queer"  in  order  to  promote  itself  as  whole. 

Instead,  Michel's  sexual  preference  resists  the  family 
and  its  obligations  with  purposeful  neglect.  His  sexual 
preference  is  rapidly  turning  him  in  on  himself,  placing  him,  as 
the  book  is  closing,  beyond  the  grasp  of  the  state.  As  a  literal 
reminder  of  Michel's  nude  sunbathing  -  a  scene  that  Bersani 
calls  "the  high  point  in  the  process  of  [Michel's]  recovery"  -  and 
in  reference  to  the  way  in  which  the  narrative  strips  the  character 
bare,  Bersani  writes:  "The  only  denuded  figure  in 
[L  immoraliste]  is  Michel,  and  if  homosexuality  is  in  some  way 
linked  to  that  denudation,  to  his  longing  for  kkthe  delectable 
company"  of  "the  dregs  of  society"  and  his  anxious  need  to  get 
rid  of  his  fortune,  then  we  must  look  closely  at  this  curious 
sexual  preference,  which  seems  to  require  the  repudiation  of 
property  and  the  renunciation  of  society"  (Bersani  118). 
Bersani 's  emphasis  on  erotics,  his  insistence  on  the  radical 
political  potential  of  homosexual  desire,  is  precisely  the  point  at 
which  Paul  de  Man  questions  Gide's  political  value.  In  his 
essay,  "Whatever  happened  to  Andre  Gide?",  de  Man  describes 
Gide    as    "socially    irresponsible,"   with    "[highly    inconsistent 
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political  attitudes],"  never  "justified  objectively"  (de  Man  130). 
Although  he  reads  Gide  as  a  writer  genuinely  concerned  with  the 
social,  for  de  Man,  Gide's  fixation  on  Eros  is,  in  the  end,  "a 
radical  rejection  of  others"  (130).  This  rejection,  which  can  be 
read  as  a  movement  away  from  the  institution  of  "relationality," 
is  a  dispossession  -  an  impropriety,  if  my  reader  will  (Bersani  7). 
It  is  produced  by  a  certain  desire,  and  it  produces,  in  its  turn,  a 
non-serviceable  and  wayward  self. 

Michel  is  at  odds  with  the  state  and  the  community 
because  he  is  at  odds  with  the  system  of  propriety  that  supports 
these  constructions.  Jean  Genet,  whose  sexuality  would  be 
difficult  to  describe  as  "timid,"  is  at  odds  with  no  system,  since 
he  himself  composes  and  decomposes  systems  at  will,  a  kind  of 
god  without  a  father.  Neither  French  nor  foreigner,  Genet  sets 
himself  up  as  both  exception  and  rule,  at  a  distance  from  the 
family  and  the  state.  Genet's  voluntary  and  pleasurable 
dispossession  takes  place  in  a  non-place,  since  he  is,  in  effect,  an 
outlaw  who  writes  the  law.  Like  the  term  "queer"  (and  like 
language  as  such),  Genet's  recuperation  is  always  incomplete;  he 
suspends  categories  and  doubles  logic.  Bersani  describes 
Genet's  "fundamental  project"  as  a  ''declining  to  participate  in 
any  sociality  at  all"  and  calls  him  "the  least  'gay-affirmative' 
writer  [he  knows]"  (160-161,  168).  In  Genet,  the  reader  truly 
encounters  a  figure  at  odds  with  the  notion  of  a  "queer"  family  in 
the  contemporary  political  sense.  He  is  radically  "unethical" 
because  ethics  tend  to  revolve  around  the  preservation  of 
heterosexual  institutions  such  as  the  family,  army  and  church 
("gay  men  and  lesbians  have  been  strenuously  trying  to  persuade 
society  that  they  can  be  good  parents,  good  soldiers,  good 
priests"  (Bersani  113)).  He  does  not  demand  the  right  to 
assimilate. 

In  Pompes  Funebres,  the  novel  that  Bersani  is  reading  in 
"Gay  Outlaw,"  Genet  writes: 

J'ai  suivi  le  discours  de  cure-  et  ...ce  sacrifice 
n'est  pas  perdu.    Le  petit  Jean  est  mort  pour  la  France 
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...Si  Ton  me  disait  que  je  risque  la  mort  en  refusant  de 
crier  «Vive  la  France»,  je  le  crierais  pour  sauver  ma 
peau,  mais  je  le  crierais  doucement.  S'il  le  fallait  crier 
tres  fort,  je  le  ferais,  mais  en  riant,  sans  y  croire.  Et  s'il 
fallait  que  j'y  croie,  j'y  croirais,  puis  aussitot  je  mourrais 
de  honte.  //  est  sans  importance  de  savoir  si  elle  est  due 
an  fait  que  je  suis  un  enfant  abandonne  qui  ne  sail  lien 
de  sa  famille  ni  de  son  pays,  line  telle  attitude  existe, 
intransigeante  [...]  (my  italics,  Pompes  Funebres  25). 

Genet's  patriotism  goes  only  as  far  as  is  necessary  to  save  his 
own  skin.  And  he  will  save  his  own  skin  even  if  it  leads, 
paradoxically,  to  death  by  shame.  Bersani's  reading  of  Pompes 
Funebres  glorifies  the  "anti-monumental,  anti-redemptive 
aesthetic  at  odds  with  [Genet's]  apparent  pursuit  of  gestural 
beauty"  (162).  What  I  would  be  tempted  to  call  the  "queer"  (as 
in  strange  or  dubious)  ethics  of  mourning  that  Genet  sets  up  in 
Pompes  Funebres  -  the  beautiful  and  dramatic  stand  that  he 
takes  in  order  to  resist  stereotypical  codes  of  mourning  -  is  of 
less  interest  to  Bersani  than  the  particular  relation  that  this 
betrayal  has  to  homosexuality  (157).  Bersani  regards  Genet's 
movement  through  betrayal  and  evil  as  a  movement  away  from 
"relationality'"  (or  solidarity,  union)  and  towards  "solitude" 
(163).  If,  for  example,  Judith  Butler  suggests  hetero-normative 
practices  can  be  critiqued  through  citation  in  order  to  re-write 
such  institutions  as  the  family,  then  "Genet  can  perhaps 
contribute  to  the  critical  rigor  of  this  project  [the  "queer  project"] 
by  providing  a  perversely  alien  perspective.  He  is  basically 
uninterested  in  any  redeployment  or  resignification  of  dominant 
terms  that  would  address  the  dominant  culture"  (Bersani  152). 
The  skin  that  Genet  would  be  willing  to  save  is  a  skin  without 
certain  origin,  and  it  is  due  to  this  very  fact  that  it  is  the  only  skin 
truly  worth  saving.  In  Genet's  vast  and  highly  homoerotic 
solitude,  he  is  kept  company  by  a  certain  expansion  of  a  certain 
self,  by  an  intransigent  attitude  whose  source  is  insignificant 
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(perhaps  because  the  source  of  this  attitude,  like  the  source  of  the 
term  "queer,"  is  "doubtful"). 

Journal  du  Volenr  is  Genet's  account  of  his  early  travels 
through  Europe:  "Presque  toujours  seul,  mais  aide  d'un  ideal 
compagnon,  je  traversai  d' autre  frontieres"  (126).  In  the 
following  passage,  he  introduces  his  own  "doubtful  origins": 

Je  suis  ne  a  Paris  le  19  decembre  1910.  Pupille  de 
T Assistance  Publique,  il  me  fut  impossible  de  connaitre 
autre  chose  de  mon  etat  civil.  Quand  j'eus  vingt  et  un, 
j'obtins  un  acte  de  naissance.  Ma  mere  s'appelait 
Gabrielle  Genet.  Mon  pere  reste  inconnu  [...] 

Je  fus  eleve  dans  le  Morvan  par  des  paysans. 
Quand  je  rencontre  dans  la  lande  [...]  des  fleurs  de  genet, 
j'eprouve  a  leur  egard  une  sympathie  profonde.  Je  les 
considere  gravement,  avec  tendresse.  Mon  trouble 
semble  commande  par  toute  la  nature.  Je  suis  seul  au 
monde,  et  je  ne  suis  pas  sur  de  n'etre  pas  le  roi  -  peut- 
etre  la  fee  de  ces  fleurs  [...]  Elles  sont  mon  embleme 
naturel,  mais  j'ai  des  racines,  par  elles,  dans  ce  sol  de 
France  nourri  des  os  en  poudre  des  enfants,  des 
adolescents  entiles,  massacres  par  Gilles  de  Rais  (49). 

Genet's  distaste  for  "vive  la  France"  is  nuanced  here.  He  has 
roots  in  the  French  soil  (nourished  by  violence  and  betrayal),  but 
he  has  little  relation  to  the  state  as  a  citizen.  There  is  pleasure  in 
this  particular  dispossession  from  citizenship,  since  it  allows  him 
to  play  quite  possibly  every  role  through  the  double  negative:  'I 
am  not  sure  that  I  am  not .  .  .'.  This  particular  phrasing  entangles 
the  speaker  (and  the  reader)  in  a  kind  of  excess  that  bonds  Genet 
to  flowers,  marking  him  as  king,  "seul  au  monde."  Explicitly 
"pas  de  la  famille,"  Genet  has  a  mother  in  the  form  of  a  proper 
name  and  no  known  father,  but  his  outlaw  status  goes  beyond 
these  origins:  "II  est  sans  importance  de  savoir  si  elle  est  due  au 
fait  que  je  suis  un  enfant  adandonne  qui  ne  sait  rien  de  sa  famille 
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ni  de  son  pays,  une  telle  attitude  existe,  intransigeante  [...]" 
(Pompes  Funebres  25). 

Eventually,  Genet  intensifies  the  darkness  of  his 
treachery  by  crossing  the  border  back  into  France:  "Voleur  dans 
mon  pays,  pour  le  devenir  et  me  justifier  de  Fetre  utilisant  la 
langues  des  voles  -  qui  sont  moi-meme  a  cause  de  F importance 
du  langage  -  c'etait  a  cette  qualite  de  voleur  donner  la  chance 
d'etre  unique.  Je  devenais  etranger"  (Genet  128).  Genet 
unravels  his  French  identity,  becoming  more  foreign  at  home 
than  in  Spain  precisely  through  what  is  supposed  to  be  familiar: 
the  mother-tongue.  In  robbing  those  that  speak  his  language,  he 
robs  himself,  not  extracting  his  exception  to  the  nation  but 
finding  the  outside  in.  Genet  takes  from  others  and  Michel  gives 
everything  away,  but  both  figures  find  themselves  dispossessed, 
made  foreign.  Genet  and  Michel  articulate  a  disregard  for 
possessions  that  is,  simultaneously,  a  disregard  for  the  family 
and  the  institution. 

The  resisting  and  welcoming  that  Bersani  advocates,  a 
resisting  and  welcoming  that  1  court  via  the  term  "queer,"  finally 
leads  to  the  very  dispossession  that  is  language.  The  two  logics 
hosted  in  this  paper  -  the  logic  of  the  queer  in  reference  to 
homosexual  desire  and  the  logic  of  the  queer  as  reference 
without  referent  -  must  be  allowed  their  own  dispossession;  they 
must  be  allowed  to  entangle  and  intersect,  all  at  once  sustaining 
and  voiding  (or  emptying)  each  other.  Coincidentally,  both 
Genet  and  Gide  employ  "je"  (in  this  case,  an  "improper" 
pronoun)  in  their  novels,  offering  to  their  readers  yet  another 
kind  of  linguistic  denudation.  This  pronoun  is  the  uncanny 
subject  of  Derrida's  short  text,  Monolinguisme  de  I 'autre  on  la 
prothese  d'origine,  in  which  he  speaks  of  a  "trouble  de 
Fidentite":  "II  se  serait  alors  forme,  ce  je,  dans  le  site  d'une 
situation  introuvable.  renvoyant  toujours  ailleurs,  a  autre  chose, 
a  une  autre  langue,  a  Fautre  en  general.  II  se  serait  sitae  dans 
une  experience  insituable  de  la  langue,  de  la  langue  au  sens 
large,  done,  de  ce  mot"  (55). 
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Michael  Lucey,  in  Gide's  Bent,  tells  of  Wilde  and 
Proust's  response  (as  remembered  by  Gide  in  his  journals)  to 
Gide's  use  of  "F  in  Les  Noiirritwes  Terrestres.  Wilde  says  to 
Gide,  "Listen,  dear,  now  you  must  make  me  a  promise.  Your 
Nowritures  Terrestres  is  fine  ...  very  fine  even  ...  But  dear,  from 
now  on  never  again  write  T"  (Lucey  9).  Proust,  responding  in  a 
similar  vein,  says  "You  can  relate  anything  [...]  but  on  condition 
that  you  never  say:  I"  (Lucey  9).  This  dangerous  "F  that  both 
Wilde  and  Proust  warn  against  is  the  "F  of  outing;  it  is  an  "I" 
that  appears  to  mark  out  and  identify  the  "queer.'1  This  is  the  "I" 
of  homosexual  desire,  and  it  wields  a  certain  power  of  revelation, 
a  certain  subversive  potential  (but  is  frequently  mistaken  for  a 
stable  reference).  What  other  danger  (or  promise)  lies  in  the  "I," 
in  addition  to  this  risk  of  denudation  or  outing?  The  "I"  or  je 
that  Derrida  refers  to  in  Monolinguisme  de  I  'autre  "troubles"  the 
process  of  identification,  leading  always  to  a  crisis  of  definition. 
This  unlocatable  (insituable)  "F  takes  place,  or  references, 
without  referent.  In  allusion  to  the  testifier  who  is  "at  once" 
singular  and  exemplary  (that  is,  in  allusion  to  the  "I"  that  will 
fail  to  refer  to  its  referent),  Derrida  writes:  "Seuls  dans  un  genre 
qui,  ce  qui  ajoute  encore  a  l'incroyable,  devient  a  son  tour 
exemple  universel,  croisant  et  accumulant  ainsi  les  deux 
logiques,  celle  de  l'exemplarite  et  celle  de  l'hote  comme  otage" 
(41).  The  first  logic  of  exemplarity  and  universality  might 
uphold  the  rule  by  its  exception  (even  in  its  subversion),  but 
simultaneity  -  the  logic  of  "at  once,"  the  logic  of  host  and 
hostage  -  dis-possesses  even  the  certain  individual  "alone  in  his 
genre"  (Derrida  20).  The  two  logics  of  queerness  and  the  two 
"F's  considered  herein  are  not  equal  opposites.  The  "I"  or  "je" 
that  cannot  be  situated  is  situated  in  a  situation  that  cannot  be 
found.  And  a  place  that  cannot  be  found  is  a  queer  place;  it  is 
"of  doubtful  origin,"  "situe"  mais  "insituable"  (Derrida  29). 

Although  he  is  suspicious  of  the  term  "queer,"  Leo 
Bersani  sees  a  potential  in  homosexuality  for  practices  that  the 
family  and  the  state  cannot  recuperate,  just  as  they  cannot  fully 
recuperate  language.   In  a  certain  sense  then,  he  sees  a  potential 
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extension  of  doubled  logic  (a  "queer"  logic  after  all)  in 
homosexuality  and  reads  the  works  of  Gide  and  Genet  as 
approaching  and  performing  this  potential.  Can  the  elsewhere  of 
the  "V  and  the  deconstruction  of  identity  remain  within  the 
radical  potential  of  homosexual  desire,  or  will  the  definitional 
crisis  always  undermine  the  homo  in  favor  of  the  hetero? 
Ultimately,  distance  from  the  institution  is  sustained  only  in  the 
deconstructive  and  queer  space  of  "a  la  fois"  ("La  Double 
Seance"  294).  This  is  why  Bersani  must  advocate  both 
resistance  and  welcoming:  homosexual  desire  and  "queerness" 
must  entangle  and  intersect  continually  so  that  homosexual 
desire  is  not  erased  by  an  institutionalized  and  recuperated 
"queerness. "  In  this  way,  the  example  will  take  place,  but  will 
prove  no  rule,  since  it  will  take  place  in  the  place  of  its  own 
dispossession.  In  their  novels,  Gide  and  Genet  -  having  nothing 
in  common  with  what  they  nonetheless  exemplify  -  articulate 
their  exception  queerly  and  in  the  first  person:  "en  un  simple,  4je 
ne  suis  pas  de  la  famille.'" 


Notes 


'"  The  word  "certain*"'  is  used  throughout  in  a  doubled  sense 
(matching  the  doubled  logic  which  will  be  addressed  presently). 
It  indicates  the  concrete,  sure  and  assured  -  for  example,  the 
very  real  occurrence  of  gay  acts  of  desire  -  as  well  the  marked 
but  unspecified,  that  which  is  set  apart  yet  remains  unidentified 

61  Because  the  second  referencing  occurs  without  referent,  the 
normal  grammatical  structure  of  'refering  to'  has  been  altered. 
In  this  instance,  there  is  no  stable  object  or  being  (no  instituted 
thing)  for  the  term  "queer"  to  refer  "to."  Thus,  the  term  queer 
refers  "against"  the  institution. 

62  As  will  be  further  discussed  below  (on  pages  4  and  5),  the 
notion  of  a  reference  without  referent  is  borrowed  from 
Derrida's  "La  Double  Seance."  In  his  reading  of  Mallarme, 
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Derrida  theorizes  a  mimesis  beyond  "1" interpretation 
platonicienne  ou  metaphysique"  (254).  Derrida  writes,  "[...] 
c'est  une  difference  sans  reference,  ou  plutot  line  reference  sans 
referent,  sans  unite  premiere  ou  derniere,  fantome  qui  n'est  le 
fantome  d'aucune  chair,  errant,  sans  passe,  sans  mort,  sans 
naissance  ni  presence"  (my  italics  254).  In  Derrida'' s  reading, 
the  "reference  sans  referent"  is  dependent  on  the  specificity  of 
Mallarme's  syntax,  not  because  this  syntax  is  specifically 
"meaningful,"  but  because  it  takes  up  space  without  producing 
meaning  "proper."  In  other  words,  its  production  of  meaning  is 
equally  its  "voiding"  (or  emptying;  in  the  French  the  verb  is 
vider)  because  it  cannot  be  thematically  mastered  in  any  unity  or 
in  any  referent;  its  meaning  is  not  multiplied  in  such  a  way  that  it 
results  in  a  "proving  of  the  rule."  A  similar  conceptualization 
can  be  addressed  to  the  term  "queer"  because,  under  this 
interpretation,  queer  acts  of  desire  "take  place"  without  being 
recuperated  into  heteroized  and  meaningful  standards  of 
"relationality"  (Bersani's  term,  see  footnote  vii).  In  this 
endeavor,  I  am  describing  this  non-recuperation  as  the  "place  of 
definitional  crisis." 

S3  Leo  Bersani's  work  focuses  on  nineteenth  and  twentieth 
century  French  literature,  psychoanalysis  and  anti-redemptive 
aesthetics.  In  Homos,  he  takes  a  critical  stance  with  regard  to 
gay  politics  in  America.  Although  he  is  cautious  of  gay,  group 
identification,  he  is  equally  cautious  of  the  desire  to  assimilate  to 
"ethical"  (generally  heterosexual)  institutions.  Homos  is  both  a 
polemical  work  and  a  subtle  reading/critique  of  contemporary 
politics  via  literature;  against  the  call  -  frequent  in  queer  studies 
-  to  dissolve  identification  in  a  complex  awareness  of  the 
constructed-ness  of  selfhood,  Homos  advocates  a  stronger 
identification  for  gays,  based  precisely  on  sexual  preference. 
The  term  "queer"  can  be  associated  with  an  institutionalization 
of  homosexuality  that  actually  results  in  the  dissolution  of 
homosexuality's  specificity  -  a  sexuality  in  which  "the  penis  [is] 
a  conscious  source  of  erotic  stimulation"  (Bersani  9)  -  and  of  the 
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identification  dependent  on  that  specificity.  My  use  of  the  term 
might  be  viewed  as  politically  problematic  with  regard  to 
Bersani's  project.  I  stretch  the  referencing  of  "queer'"  away  from 
sexuality  "proper"  and  towards  the  ((hetero)sexualized)  category 
of  language,  and  this  "stretching"  results  in  an  emptying  out  of 
the  term's  specific  "meaningful-ness"  (again,  I  am  referencing 
Derrida's  "La  Double  Seance").  However,  an  attempt  is  being 
made  to  maintain  the  specificity  of  desire  precisely  through  the 
loss  of  a  certain  kind  of  meaning,  because  this  "certain"  meaning 
will  always  be  "brought  back"  to  the  institution  and  to 
standardized,  mastered  themes  of  relationality  (intelligible, 
imaginable  relationships).  Although  the  projects  differ,  I  think 
that  my  position  is  ultimately  similar  to  Bersani's;  the  stance  that 
I  take  maintains  a  space  "in  between"  identification  and  loss  by 
focusing  on  that  which,  according  to  Derrida,  resists 
appropriation:  language,  and,  in  particular,  the  "queer"  (or 
perhaps  gay)  language  of  Gide  and  Genet.. 
64  Although  the  adjective  "dispossessed"  can  be  used  to  indicate 
a  kind  of  powerlessness  (a  deprivation  of  that  which  grants 
subjecthood  and  enables  the  use  of  power),  in  this  instance  the 
term  is  used  to  indicate  a  movement:  a  dislodging  or  expelling 
from  the  stable  and  definite  and  a  promotion  of  groundlessness. 
Definitional  crisis  takes  the  form  or  follows  the  structure  of  this 
movement,  dislodging  the  subject  "proper"  and  offering  a 
"perverse"  pleasure  of  excess  (because  the  'improper'  subject 
exceeds  the  definition  and  the  name).  Because,  as  Derrida 
writes,  there  is  no  "propriete  naturelle  de  la  langue,"  language 
gives  way  to  dispossession;  rage  and  jealousy  seek  a 
recuperation  of  terms.  Against  this  attempt  at  recuperation 
(which  can  only  produce  more  jealousy  and  rage),  I  advocate  a 
continual  dis-lodging  in  relation  to  desire  (a  space  in  which  crisis 
gives  way  to  crisis,  rather  than  a  management  (recuperation)  of 
terms  that  would  simply  amount  to  (hypocritical)  stasis  and 
assimilation.  Exile  could  serve  as  an  interesting  and  useful 
"synonym"  for  "dispossessed"  here,  because  the  nation  state  of 
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France  is  itself  dispossessed  (dislodged  from  its  seat  at  the  heart 
of  the  citizen)  in  Gide  and  Genet;  dispossession  as  exorcism  (as 
a  freeing  from  demons)  could  serve  as  an  excellent  non  sequitur 
and  free-associative  "synonym,"  and  as  a  dispossession  or 
invalidation  of  my  own  term.  (See  footnote  8  for  further 
discussion  of  terminology  and  dispossession.) 
6?  In  Homos  "relationality"  (the  very  "it-ness"  of  relations)  is 
currently  built  upon  notions  of  difference  that  give  way  to 
antagonism,  such  as  that  between  the  "sexes."  Bersani  writes, 
"New  reflection  on  homo-ness  could  lead  us  to  a  salutary 
devalorizing  of  difference  -  or,  more  exactly,  to  a  notion  of 
difference  not  as  a  trauma  to  be  overcome  [.  .  .]  but  rather  as  a 
non-threatening  supplement  to  sameness''  (7).  The  presence  of 
the  term  "provisional"  is  significant,  especially  since  Bersani' s 
text  does,  in  fact,  advocate  a  kind  of  community  -  a  "we" 
"whose  membership  is  always  shifting"  (9).  But  this  anti- 
assimilative  community,  which  will  "bring  out  "the  homo"  in  all 
of  us,"  is  highly  paradoxical,  going  against  the  grain  of 
normative  standards  of  relationships  and  political  groupings 
(Bersani  10). 

66  Derrida's  consideration  of  Mallarmean  critics  has  something  in 
common  with  Bersani's  consideration  of  the  same  subject  in  The 
Death  o/Stephane  Mallarme.  In  his  introduction,  Bersani  writes 
about  the  massive  body  of  Mallarmean  criticism,  citing,  I  think, 
the  type  of  critique  that  Derrida  is  not  doing:  "For  several 
decades,  a  group  of  unreproachably  intelligent  and  resourceful 
readers  from  several  countries  perfonned  an  annihilating 
elucidation  of  Mallarme' s  writing.  Specifically,  this  has  meant 
that  the  critic  of  Mallarme  generally  substitutes  syntactic  and 
narrative  coherence  for  the  syntactic  and  narrative  'puzzles'  of  a 
poem  or  essay  by  Mallarme.  The  Mallarmean  text  is  treated  as  if 
it  were  sick,  as  if  it  were  deficient  in  narrativity'''  (vii).  Derrida's 
reading  in  "La  Double  Seance"  takes  place  not  as,  but  at  the 
limits  of  thematic  critique.  Although  themes  are  certainly 
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present  in  this  reading  of  Gide  and  Genet,  an  emptying  of  terms 
is  sought,  rather  than  a  thematic  solidification. 
7  The  notion  of  the  non-recuperable  is  highly  significant  for  this 
project,  and  a  multitude  of  references  and  connotations  are 
welcome:  irreparable,  incurable,  impossible,  inoperable,  lost, 
wayward,  dis-oriented,  dispossessed,  futile,  useless,  forfeit,  hard- 
up,  (ironically,  but  fittingly)  unwelcome  .  .  .The  meaningless- 
ness  of  the  term  is  also  welcome,  because  the  connotations  given 
above  do  not  "add  up"  to  the  non-recuperable,  but  rather  "empty 
it  out,"  setting  it  up  as  a  kind  of  space-holder  (or  wild  card),  at  a 
distance  from  the  strictly  intelligible.  That  is.  these  "synonyms" 
(if  that  is,  indeed  what  they  are)  do  not  offer  a  depth  or  thickness 
to  the  term;  they  function,  rather,  as  the  term's  dispossession. 
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Laicite  in  the  French  public  school  system:  an  "exception 
francaise"? 

Mire  ill  e  le  Breton,  Stanford  University 


Is  laicite  an  "exception  francaise"'?  Throughout  the 
twentieth  century,  laicite  went  from  legal — founded  in  the  1905 
law  on  the  separation  of  churches  and  state,  to  constitutional,  as 
embodied  in  the  first  article  of  the  1958  Constitution,  which 
reads:  "La  France  est  une  Republique  indivisible,  lai'que, 
democratique,  et  sociale."'  On  March  15,  2004,  in  the  name  of 
laicite,  the  Parliament  (Assemblee  Nationale  and  Senat)  passed  a 
controversial  law,  which  reads: 

Art.  L.  141-5-1.  :  Dans  les  ecoles,  les  colleges  et 
les  lycees  publics,  le  port  de  signes  ou  tenues  par 
lesquels  les  eleves  manifestent  ostensiblement 
une  appartenance  religieuse  est  interdit.  (Le 
reglement  interieur  rappelle  que  la  mise  en 
oeuvre  d'une  procedure  disciplinaire  est 
precedee  d'un  dialogue  avec  l'eleve.)68 

In  the  context  of  the  2004  law,  this  paper  discusses  the  tensions 
at  work  within  the  laic  idea/1  and  its  institutional 
implementations  in  today's  French  public  school  system,  in  a 
France  which  seems  to  be  oscillating  between  being  "une  et 
indivisible"  and  "plurielle  et  divisee".  The  republican  laic 
school  system  is  an  urgent  issue  to  address,  as  it  is  the  place 
where  today's  children  will  become  tomorrow's  citizens. 

Guy  Bedouelle's  Une  Republique,  des  Religions, 
which  takes  the  form  of  a  witness  account,  shows  how  the 
perennial  French  antagonism  between  Church  and  State  (that  is, 
the  Catholic  church)  no  longer  stands,  and  how  a  dialogue 
between  various  religions  has  sprung  up  on  French  soil.  It  is  true 
that  inter-religious  dialogue  has  long  been  established  and  is 
ongoing,  but  the  relationship  between  the  newly  emerging  form 


93 


Mireille  le  Breton 


of  Islam  and  the  State  suffered  significant  blows  in  the  aftermath 
of  the  2004  law,  which  banned  the  wearing  of  conspicuous 
religious  signs  in  public  schools.  Indeed,  many  intellectuals 
commented  on  the  apparent  rift  between  Church  and  State. 
Some  interpreted  this  law  as  the  State's  punishment  of  a  specific 
•'church'*  (Islam)  affirming  too  great  a  visibility  through  the 
hijab,  in  a  France  that  had  not  dared  to  face  up  to  the  part  of  her 
own  multiculturalism.7  Many  denounced  the  "fear  factor," 
which  they  saw  as  the  silent  motive  for  the  passing  of  the  law.  l 
These  two  points  are,  to  some  extent,  also  grounded. 

What  was  the  reasoning  behind  the  passing  of  the  2004 
law?  What  historical  and  political  changes  led  -over  a  period  of 
thirty  years-  to  the  "dead-end"  arrived  at  in  2003  within  the 
French  public  school  system,  and  to  the  subsequent  passing  of 
the  law?  What  positive  solutions  could  be  envisioned  for  the 
future  of  the  French  educational  system,  and  for  its  pupils? 

The  source  from  which  the  principles  of  laicite  quench 
their  thirst  will  first  be  defined,  and  analyzed  within  their 
historical  context,  before  exposing  their  functioning  in  today's 
public  school  system.  Secondly,  the  study  of  the 
protective/preventive  character  of  the  law  on  ostensible  signs 
will  be  studied.  In  doing  so,  the  political  and  religious  tensions 
that  are  at  the  origin  of  the  revival  of  the  debate  in  public  schools 
will  be  analyzed,  to  demonstrate  why  it  was  important  to 
reaffirm  the  values  of  laicite  today,  from  a  judicial  perspective. 
This  will  lead  us  to  question  whether  the  2004  law  could  have 
been  avoided,  insofar  as  it  was  the  only  way  envisioned  then  to 
re-establish  law  and  order  within  constitutional  rules  in  public 
schools?  Could  the  law  be  read  as  an  efficient  means  to 
reconcile  the  ideal  of  laicite  with  its  institutional  application 
within  the  legal  system?  The  third  part  of  this  paper  could  be 
called  the  "pedagogical  part".  The  reader  will  be  invited  to 
imagine,  in  new  terms,  the  possibility  of  the  positive  contribution 
of  the  laic  teaching  of  religious  history  by  arguing  that  it  should 
become  a  discipline  in  its  own  right  within  the  French  public 
school  system. 
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I.  The  laic  idea/I 

The  term  "laicite"  is  not  an  English  word,  which  may 
well  be  the  first,  and  only  "exception  francaise"  carried  by  the 
term.  Etymologically  speaking,  it  comes  from  the  latin  word 
laicus,  from  the  greek  word  laicos,  derived  from  Laos:  people.  It 
designates  someone  who  is  not  part  of  a  sacerdotal  body.  The 
word  itself  is  a  neologism.  Littre,  at  the  beginning  of  the  Third 
Republic,  adopted  the  term  for  his  famous  dictionary.  It  is 
interesting  to  note  here  that  the  word  "laicite"  was  born  at  the 
same  time  as  the  word  clericalism  (when  it  is  in  fact  a  reaction  to 
it).  These  are  almost  twin  words  in  their  duality:  corollaries. 

What  are  the  sources  of  laicite?  The  concept  precedes  by 
far  the  word  itself,  and  can  be  associated  with  two  other  ideas,  as 
Beresniak  states  in  his  book  Laicite,  ponrquoi?: 

Every  Man  has  the  right  (or  duty)  to  choose  his/her  Gods 
and  to  practice  the  rites  that  please  him/her,  in  so  far  as  it 
does  not  disturb  other  Men  and  does  not  impede  public 
tranquility,  [...and]  Knowledge  is  acquired  by  a  personal 
effort,  and  no  one  possesses  it  in  its  totality.  Thus  no 
one  can  pretend  to  be  psychopompos  (from  mythology: 
leader  of  souls).  No  authority,  no  institution  is  qualified 

72 

to  say  what  is  true. 

Both  of  these  ideas  are  very  old.  They  see  man  (individually)  as 
an  autonomous  force  who,  at  all  levels  (physical,  intellectual, 
moral,  spiritual),  lives  through  exchange:  he  gives  and  receives 
from  nature  and  has  power  over  it;  he  receives  from  his  parents 
and  his  peers,  information,  ideas.73  Men  are  interdependent,  in 
their  individuality,  as  any  nation,  without  anyone  having  the 
right  to  "use"  anyone  according  to  his  will.74  Even  older,  the 
notion  of  laicite  can  be  found  in  the  evangelical  "rend  a  Cesar  ce 
qui  appartient  a  Cesar  et  a  Dieu  ce  qui  appartient  a  Dieu. 

Laicite  is  the  result  of  a  long  historical,  philosophical, 
and  political  evolution  in  France,  which  did  not  go  without 
trouble.  Laicite  in  this  sense  is  not  an  "exception  francaise,"  as 
other  European  countries  and  America  have  gone  through  the 
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separation  of  churches  and  State  in  their  own  peculiar  ways. 
Laicite  is  first  and  foremost  the  expression  of  tolerance  inherited 
from  eighteenth  century  Enlightenment  philosophy  (tolerance 
which  is  very  long  to  acquire,  and  still  a  challenge  to  acquire 
today),  and  the  expression  of  respect  of  the  other  through  what  is 
most  intimate  to  someone  (i.e.  his/her  beliefs,  creed,  philosophy 
and  convictions:  freedom  of  conscience).  The  "Declaration  des 
Droits  de  V  Homme  et  du  Citoyen,"  written  during  the  French 
Revolution,  already  contains  the  principles  of  the  Republican 
laic  ideal.76  As  of  1905  in  France,  through  a  long  educational 
quest,  laicite  became  the  central  idea  for  the  passing  of  a  law, 
which  did  not  only  grant  "the  separation  of  Churches  and  State,1* 
77  but  also  the  freedom  of  conscience. 78  The  word  itself  does  not 
appear  in  the  text  of  the  1 905  law,  but  the  concept  is  clear,  and 
thus  "laicite"  rests  on  two  requirements:  the  freedom  of  the 
individual  to  believe  or  not  believe,  to  think  what  s/he  wants  and 
therefore  to  express  him/herself  freely,  on  the  one  hand,  and  the 
submission  of  the  individual  to  the  Laws  of  the  Republic,  on  the 
other. 

The  laic  ideal  was  a  quest,  which  had  started  within 
public  schools,  twenty-five  years  before  the  1905  law  put  an  end 
to  the  Napoleonian  Concordat  rules.  Laicite  was  indeed 
implemented  in  France  in  the  context  of  the  creation  of  a  public 
school  system,  in  the  years  1881  and  1882  notably,  with  Jules 
Ferry's  public  schools'  laws.  The  "laic  offensive"  of  the  1880s, 
blatantly  political  at  first,  led  French  laicite  to  adopt  the  modern 
meaning  it  has  today,  through  a  period  of  crisis.  Jules  Ferry, 
Minister  of  Education  (Ministre  de  1' Instruction  Publique)  from 
1879  to  1883,  was  at  the  origin  of  this  series  of  laws,  which 
would  change  the  face  of  the  French  public  school  system.  The 
"laic  battle"  he  started,  even  if  he  was,  like  Jefferson,  a 
profoundly  religious  man,  would  have  major  consequences  on 
French  society,  and  was  led  on  three  most  important  fronts, 
among  others:  1)  the  gratuity  of  primary  education  (June  16  , 
1881  law),  2)  the  obligation  to  attend  schools  until  the  age  of  13 
(March  23rd,  1882  law)  and  3)  the  "laicization"  of  the  public 
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school  system  (i.e.  the  implementation  of  a  confessional 
"neutrality"  within  public  schools  (March  23rd,  1882  law).  It  is 
on  this  third  front  that  the  debates  were  the  most  animated,  and 
the  longest.  Two  philosophical  conceptions,  as  well  as  two 
behaviors  within  society  were  m  direct  opposition.  The  debate 
lost  of  its  political  dimension,  to  be  focused  on  a  more  social  and 
metaphysical  topic.  To  some  extent,  as  shall  be  seen  later,  these 
two  groups  share  the  same  contradictory  positions  regarding 
laicite  in  France  today.  It  then  opposed  the  "confessionalistes" 
who  assumed  that  "en  pays  catholique  Fenseignement  religieux 
devait  etre  obligatoire  et  qu"il  devait  y  avoir  une  liaison  entre  le 
cure  et  Finstituteur,"  to  which  Ferry  and  the  "neutral  istes" 
replied  that  it  would  mean  that  the  priest  would  have  to  be  the 
teacher,  which  went  against  the  idea  of  a  "laic  schooling"  and  the 
independence  of  civil  society  from  religious  society.  Despite 
appearances,  these  new  laws  were  not  hostile  to  religious 
teaching;  indeed,  article  2  of  the  1882  law  stated:  "Les  ecoles 
primaires  publiques  vaqueront  un  jour  par  semaine,  en  outre  du 
dimanche,  afin  de  permettre  aux  parents  de  dormer,  s'ils  le 
desirent,  a  leurs  enfants,  F  instruction  religieuse  en  dehors  des 
edifices  scolaires"  (Labrusse  40) 

This  leads  to  the  question  of  the  way  laicite  in  the  form 
of  "school  neutrality"  works  in  the  public  school  system,  for 
pupils,  teachers  and  buildings.  School  neutrality  is  a  very 
important  concept  to  understand  laicite.  From  Latin  neuter,  "ni 
Fun,  ni  Fautre,"  neither  to  promote  religious  beliefs,  nor  beliefs 
that  run  contrary  to  religious  practice,  or  in  other  words  not  to 
promote  atheism.  The  application  of  this  neutrality  might,  once 
more,  not  be  an  "exception  francaise,"  because  America  as  well 
as  other  European  countries  both  have  their  own  way  of  dealing 
with  this  issue.  From  1937  until  1989  in  France,  pupils  as  well 
as  teachers  were  forbidden  to  wear  religious  or  political  signs  or 
clothes  within  public  schools.  In  1937  indeed,  Jean  Zay,  then 
Minister  of  Education  (Ministry  of  Instruction  Publique)  passed 
two  decrees.81  Not  only  did  they  involve  teachers  and  buildings 
but  pupils  too. 
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Teachers  had  (and  are  still  required  today)  to  abide  by 
religious  neutrality  in  their  functions  of  teachers,  and  because 
they  are  teachers  of  State,  they  were/are  submitted  to  a  "devoir 
de  reserve."  For  pupils,  the  principle  was  also  straightforward: 
school  was  free  and  open  to  all  to  study  the  achievements  of 
human  culture,  but  the  school  space  was  closed  to  all  what  could 
mirror  the  tensions  present  in  civil  society.  Schools  could  not  be 
left  to  perpetuate  the  conflicts  of  civil  society,  where  religious  or 
ideological  lobbies  may  try  to  dominate,  may  try  to  fight  for 
power,  and  may  consequently  try  to  censor  or  influence  the 
educational  programs.82  The  values  of  the  Republic  were  carried 
here,  along  with  sexual  and  racial  equality  and  the  freedom  of 
the  individual.  No  visible  manifestation  of  belonging  to  an 
exterior  group  could  curb  these  values.  In  public  high  school 
buildings,  chaplaincies  (Aumoneries  religieuses)  were  created  on 
December  10th,  1802  to  preserve  freedom  of  religion.  Jules 
Ferry's  1882  law  had  laicized  the  public  school  system,  and  one 
day  off  a  week  from  school  for  pupils  was  given  so  that  parents 
could  have  their  children  receive  the  religious  education  they 
wished,  as  has  been  seen,  but  the  1905  law  kept  the  idea  of 
having  chaplaincies  within  schools,  as  a  measure  to  enable  free 
worship.  In  1905,  chaplaincies  thus  continued  to  expand  in 
boarding  schools,  and  in  public  places  such  as  asylums,  old 
people's  homes,  and  prisons.83  Religious  education  could  thus  be 
provided  within  the  public  school.  A  decree  passed  on  April 
22nd,  1960  authorized  daily  schools  to  have  chaplaincies  if  one 
parent  asked  for  it.  The  commissioner  of  education  (le  recteur 
d'Academie)  then  gave  authorization  and  allowed  a  chaplain  to 
deliver  religious  instruction  within  the  public  school,  at  hours 
when  pupils  did  not  have  classes,  and  along  a  schedule  organized 
by  the  school  director.  Today,  these  chaplaincies  are  regulated 
by  the  22nd  of  April  1988  decree,  which  states  that  secondary 
public  school  buildings,  including  daily  schools,  can  be  granted  a 
service  of  chaplaincies  if  even  one  parent  requests  it. 

Today  in   France,   about  3,800  public   buildings  have 
Catholic  chaplaincies  today.  At  their  heads  are  laic  people,  who 
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are  nominated  by  the  commissioner  of  education,  and  also  by  a 
letter  of  mission  from  the  Bishops.  They  are  open  to  all  pupils, 
independently  of  their  creed,  and  about  150,000  to  200,000 
pupils  attend  these  chaplaincies  (Estivalezes  15).  In  theory, 
every  religion  may  ask  for  such  a  service;  however,  most  of 
them — with  a  few  Protestant  and  Jewish  exceptions — are 
Catholic,  and  it  seems  that  none  exist  for  the  Muslim  creed.  It  is 
thus  possible  to  say  here  that  laicite  in  the  public  school  system 
is  a  complex  reality,  often  not  very  well  known  nor  understood, 
but  which  preserves  both  the  neutrality  of  the  public  space  and 
the  freedom  of  religions. 

II.  The  protective  side:  French  public  schools,  religious  signs 
or  how  to  reconcile  the  ideal  of  laicite  with  its  institutional 
application  through  the  law. 

Since  "1" Affaire  Dreyfus"  at  the  end  of  the  nineteenth 
century,  France  had  not  witnessed,  at  National  level,  such  a 
passionate  debate  than  the  one  revolving  around  the  question  of 
wearing  the  Islamic  scarf  in  public  schools.  The  highly 
publicized  question  of  the  hijab,  which  had  been  addressed 
locally,  on  a  case-by-case  basis  since  1989,  was  suddenly  hurled 
on  the  national  scene,  leading  the  Republic  to  suddenly  (and 
finally)  realize  that  Islam  was  the  second  most  popular  religion 
in  France.  Usually  belonging  to  the  domain  of  tradition  (and 
thus  limited  to  the  home,  as  mentioned  in  Jocelyne  Dakhlia's 
book  Islamicites),  the  hijab  was  suddenly  part  of  the  public 
sphere,  and  its  conditions  of  use  in  public  schools  started  this 
passionate  and  national  debate,  which  opened  wider  the  breach 
within  the  French  social  and  political  body  politics.  In  this 
context,  laicite  was  being  shaken/threatened.  In  the  early  1 990s, 
young  adolescents  were  demanding  in  the  name  of  their  freedom 
of  conscience  to  freely  wear  a  scarf,  within  laic  buildings,  when 
religious  signs  had  been  banned  from  these  from  buildings  since 
Zay's  Ministerial  decrees  in  1937,  for  both  teachers  and  pupils. 

The  quest  for  laicite  in  the  late  nineteenth  century — a 
founding  principle   of  the   French   Republic — had  started   in 
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French  schools,  with  Jules  Ferry's  laws  amongst  others.  Yet  the 
principles  of  laicite  in  2003,  taken  for  granted  for  a  long  time, 
seemed  to  stop  being  the  federating  link  to  a  common  culture 
within  the  educational  world.  And  it  is  within  schools  that  the 
principles  of  laicite  were  being  shaken  again  in  1989  and  2003, 
by  the  issue  of  wearing  or  not  wearing  signs  of  religious 
belongings. 

Let  us  first  look  at  the  origins  for  the  revival  of  the 
debate  around  laicite  through  the  panorama  of  two  specific 
problematic  cases: 

Case  #/:  On  September  18th,  1989  in  the  secondary 
school  Gabriel  Chavez,  in  Creil,  three  young  Muslim  girls  were 
excluded  from  school  because  they  showed  up  in  the  classroom 
wearing  scarves  on  their  heads.  The  director  of  the  school  had 
recently  banned  Jewish  pupils  from  wearing  the  Kippa  in  his 
school  in  the  name  of  laicite,  justifying  this  exclusion  because: 
"It  goes  against  the  principles  of  laicite  and  against  the  neutrality 
of  public  schools  [and  he  went  on]  it  is  an  ideological  pressure 
over  the  other  pupils  while  it  does  also  disturb  the  relationship 
between  teachers  and  pupils."84  The  media  became  involved, 
and  the  press  started  noticing  that  Creil  was  not  an  isolated  case, 
and  that  this  type  of  incident  had  reappeared  at  different  schools 
without  previously  being  made  known  to  the  people.  The  case 
was  finally  brought  before  the  Conseil  d"Etat  (Administrative 
Supreme  Court),  which  gave  the  following  recommendation: 
"Wearing  the  signs  to  express  their  religious  belongings  is  not  in 
itself  incompatible  with  laicite  [except  if  it  constitutes]  an  act  of 
pressure,  of  provocation,  of  proselytism  or  of  propaganda." 

Many  intellectuals,  and  teachers,  took  positions  to 
reaffirm  the  principle  of  laic  neutrality  of  the  school  space, 
calling  upon  Jean  Zay's  decrees,  mentioned  above.  The  1989 
decision  of  the  Conseil  d'Etat  was  indeed  putting  an  end  to  the 
ban  on  wearing  religious  signs  in  schools.  The  problem,  in 
questioning  laicite  within  public  schools,  fell  within  the  province 
of  the  judicial  field.  Why  would  some  Muslim  girls  be  excluded 
from  schools?  When  others  would  have  the  right  to  wear  veils  in 
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other  schools?  Since  1989,  about  400  cases  of  hijab  were 
counted  each  year.  The  number  increased  to  3,000  in  1994.  In 
1994,  tensions  were  very  high,  more  and  more  letters  were  sent 
to  the  government  by  the  educational  staff  to  ask  for  help  (Pena- 
Ruiz,  86).  Teachers  as  well  as  directors  could  not  find  a  fair 
solution  to  deal  with  the  wearing  of  religious  signs  in  schools. 
This  issue  also  started  to  generate  inter-racial  and  inter-religious 
violence. 

Case  #2:  The  court  of  Clermont  Ferrand,  in  1994, 
confirmed  the  exclusion  of  a  girl,  mentioning  in  its  report  that: 
"The  hijab  is  a  sign  of  identification  marking  the  belonging  to  a 
religious  extremism  from  Foreign  Origin;  this  obedience  has 
international  views  and  claims  to  belong  to  an  orientation  that  is 
particularly  intolerant."1  Here  is  a  case  exemplifying  an 
irrational  and  unjust  way  of  dealing  with  the  issue.  It  is  a  proof 
of  fear  and  of  misunderstanding  of  Islam  in  France.  We  can  say 
that  these  swings  in  the  application  of  the  1989  decision  of  the 
Conseil  d'Etat  were  increasing  tensions.  Each  case  of  "religious 
sign"  was  dealt  with  on  a  case-by-case  basis,  and  sometimes 
punished  under  irrational  arguments.  Hence,  within  the 
Republic  "une  et  indivisible,"  the  same  justice  was  not  given  to 
all. 

What  to  do  then  to  reaffirm  laicite  along  new 
modalities?  The  discrepancy  between  the  ideal  and  the 
institutional  application  of  the  principles  of  laicite  was  indeed 
getting  more  and  more  obvious.  When  the  first  witness  accounts 
were  written,  in  2002,  to  testify  that  order  was  being  disturbed 
within  the  public  school  system  by  a  type  of  violence  of 
religious  overtones,  something  needed  to  be  done. 

As  Order  was  challenged,  a  law  needed  to  be  passed. 
Disorder  and  violence  caused  by  religious  tensions  within 
schools  started  to  become  visible  in  2001.  This  situation  seemed 
to  freeze  society  at  both  educational  and  political  levels.  For 
educators  in  local  school  districts,  on  the  one  hand,  it  was  no 
longer  possible  to  deal  locally,  and  by  themselves  with  the  issue 
of  hijab  in  schools.     Religious  and  racial  violence  started  to 
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disturb  the  school  system,  and  slowly  became  uncontrollable  in 
some  areas.  Brenner,  a  teacher,  writes  in  coordination  with 
teachers  and  staff  members  in  2002  the  first  witness  account  on 
the  situation  of  violence  in  schools.86  Politicians  on  their  side 
were  either  uninterested  by  the  question  (many  did  not  reply  to 
the  letters  written  by  teachers  who  needed  support),  or  were  very 
slow  in  taking  (any  sort  of)  steps  to  treat  the  situation  directly 
(from  1989  until  2003,  more  than  15  years  had  passed)  on  the 
other  hand.  Overall,  a  lax  political  attitude  characterized  the 
government's  stance  with  regard  to  the  question  of  wearing 
religious  signs  to  school. 

What  then  needed  to  be  done  in  2003?  How  to  deal  with 
a  complex  situation  questioning  the  application  of  lai'cite  within 
schools?  A  situation,  which  also  revealed  the  reality  of  religious 
tensions  within  schools?  How  to  reconcile  the  theory  of  lai'cite 
with  its  application?  Whom  should  the  government  consult  in 
this  regard? 

On  July  3,  2003,  President  Chirac  tackled  the  question 
by  launching  a  national  public  debate  and  by  creating  a 
commission,  led  by  Bernard  Stasi,  which  met  twice  a  week,  to 
discuss  and  reflect  upon  the  application  of  the  principles  of 
lai'cite  within  the  Republic.  The  quest  for  lai'cite  was  put  to  the 
table,  and  once  again  in  relation  to  school.  Witness  accounts 
were  taken  from  representative  bodies  of  all  political  parties, 
members  of  the  government,  representatives  of  all  religions, 
philosophers,  trade  union  leaders,  leaders  of  human  rights 
associations,  etc.  There  were  also  witness  accounts  of  people  of 
the  "field,"  i.e.  local  representatives,  administrators  of  schools 
and  high  schools,  directors  of  hospitals  and  of  prisons,  company 
leaders.  Finally  students  themselves,  among  which  some 
Muslim  female  pupils  preferred  to  be  interviewed  under  cover, 
as  they  were  expressing  their  will  not  to  wear  the  veil,  but  said 
they  felt  they  may  be  endangered  by  doing  so.  This  commission 
also  gathered  members  of  the  European  Commission.  The  whole 
country  seemed  involved  in  this  public  debate,  which  was 
televised   live:   letters  were   abundant,   and  the   "Commission 
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Stasi"  took  the  shape  of  a  referendum  of  social  outlook,  in  sorts 
the  report  of  which  led  to  the  passing  of  the  2004  law  on  banning 
religious  signs  from  schools. 

In  his  Lettre  de  Mission  opening  the  report  of  the  Stasi 
commission,  Jacques  Chirac  stated  that: 

La  France  est  une  republique  laique...  Elle  s'est  imposee 
comme  une  garantie  de  neutralite  des  pouvoirs  publics  et 
des  respects  des  croyances...Elle  accueille  F  adhesion  de 
toutes  les  confessions  religieuses  et  de  tous  les  courants 
de  pensee  qui  y  voient  la  meilleure  defense  de  la  liberie 
de  croire  ou  de  ne  pas  croire. 

This  law  was  thus  reaffirming  the  principles  of  laicite  translated 
in  the  ban  on  wearing  religious  signs.  But  it  was  also  the  best 
way  envisioned  then  to  put  an  end  to  the  disorders  that  were 
raised  due  to  religious  tensions  within  public  schools,  and  the 
public  sphere.  This  new  law  was  the  only  way  to  cancel  the 
decision  taken  by  the  Conseil  d'Etat  in  1989,  and  to  put  an  end  to 
local  decisions,  which  were  contrary  to  the  Republican  "one 
justice  for  all." 

To  many,  this  law  stigmatized  the  Muslim  population. 
Yet  seen  from  a  judicial  perspective,  the  law  was  the  way  to  re- 
implement order,  or  "le  droit  contre  la  force."  It  is  uncertain 
whether  the  law  will  put  an  end  to  the  question  of  religious 
tensions  in  schools,  where  pupils  are  no  longer  allowed  to 
express  their  religious  creeds,  or  not.  But  banning  religious 
signs  does  not  teach  tolerance  of  and  respect  for  the  creed  of  the 
other.  It  does  not  help  pupils  who  recognize  that  France  today  is 
multicultural. 

And,  this  begs  the  question:  what  pedagogical  ways 
could  be  applied  to  teach  respect,  and  tolerance?  What  could  be 
done  to  help  pupils  to  recognize  the  reality  of  "multicultural 
France"  today?  What  new  ways  could  be  envisioned  and  be  in 
agreement  with  the  principles  of  laicite? 
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III.  A  Pedagogical  perspective:  the  teaching  of  the  history  of 
religions. 

What  is  the  space  left  within  the  school  system  to  the 
teaching  of  the  history  of  religions  today?  Would  it  be  possible 
to  implement  it  as  a  course?  And  if  so,  to  what  aims?  The 
teaching  of  the  history  of  religions  has  been  a  taboo  in  public 
schools  in  France  since  the  very  first  implementation  of  laicite. 
If  the  question  was  already  budding  in  the  beginning  of  the 
twentieth  century,  when  Durkheim  asked,  for  instance: 
•'Comment  enseigner  au  college,  l'homme  et  les  choses 
humaines?"881,  the  answer  remains  elusive.  A  course  on 
comparative  religions  brought  strong  opposition,  the  sources  of 
which  we  could  divide  into  two  groups,  as  previously 
mentioned:  1)  Militant  laics,  also  called  les  "neutralists'*  which 
would  use  religion  as  a  means  to  "preach"  secularism,  and,  2) 
Religious  men,  "the  confessionalists'*  which  would  use  religion 
as  a  disguised  way  to  teach  catechism.  These  concerns  are  still 
vivid  today.  The  fear  that  one  group  would  exploit  the  teaching 
of  the  history  of  religion  to  their  own  interests  is  still  a  problem 
today,  and  this  fear,  for  over  a  century,  has  prevented  that  any 
measures  be  taken  in  creating  a  class  on  the  history  of  religions 
in  France! 

It  is  not  until  the  1980s  that  new  possibilities  emerged. 
In  1986,  teachers  used  the  press  to  express  their  concerns.  They 
deplored  the  fact  that  their  students*  knowledge  of  religions  had 
drastically  decreased.  Ignorance  with  regards  to  religious 
matters  was  sharply  denounced.  The  Joutard  report  written  in 
1988  (under  Lionel  Jospin  as  Minister  of  Education)  made  an 
analysis  to  assess  the  situation  of  three  courses:  history, 
geography  and  social  sciences.  The  report  recommended  that 
the  history  of  religion  be  taught  within  these  fields,  in  an 
interdisciplinary  way.  The  implementation  within  the  Education 
Nationale  took  place  ten  years  later  in  1996.  The  main  goal  of 
the  new  program  was  to  enrich  courses  of  history,  French 
language,  philosophy,  foreign  languages  and  arts  with  some 
elements  of  the  history  of  religion,  without  creating  a  new 
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course.  After  the  9/1 1  terrorist  attacks,  Jack  Lang,  then  Minister 
of  the  Education  Nationale,  asked  the  philosopher  Regis  Debray 
to  write  a  report,  which  would  account  for  the  ways  these  new 
programs  had  evolved  since  1996,  and  to  formulate  new 
hypotheses.  Once  more,  the  Debray  report  did  not  encourage  the 
creation  of  a  new  course,  but  it  recommended  the  development 
of  this  type  of  teaching  within  the  courses  of  French,  History  and 
philosophy. 

The  Debray  report  emphasized  a  "culture  against  cult" 
approach  to  teaching,  and  stressed  the  importance  of  transmitting 
a  cultural  heritage  to  pupils.  It  also  focused  on  the  necessity  of 
teaching  the  history  of  religions  to  understand  our  contemporary 
world.  It  finally  recommended  the  creation  of  the  European 
institute  for  the  sciences  of  religions,  which  is  now  in  place,  and 
a  hope  for  future  educational  reforms.  Yet,  with  the  assistance 
of  Mireille  Estivalezes,  let  us  warn  against  the  limitations  of  an 
interdisciplinary  way  of  teaching  the  history  of  religions.  If  this 
conception  is  necessary,  especially  for  the  training  of  today's 
teachers,  it  is  still  insufficient  for  pupils.  Mireille  Estivalezes 
shows  that  this  interdisciplinary  approach  leads  most  teachers  to 
skip  the  part  of  their  programs  devoted  to  the  history  of  religions 
because  their  syllabi  are  too  full.  Rather,  the  possibilities  for 
implementation  of  a  full  course  have  indirectly  been  developed, 
through  new  research  and  educational  institutes  and  university 
level  courses,  which  now  exist  to  train  students  in  the  field  of  the 
History  of  Religions.  The  European  Institute  for  the  Sciences  of 
Religion  was  put  in  place  after  the  Debray  report  in  2002;  two 
masters  have  been  created  in  Strasbourg  through  the  IFER 
(Institut  de  Formation  pour  l'Etude  et  FEnseignement  des 
Religions).89 

As  the  pedagogical  structures  are  ready  to  train  future 
teachers,  it  would  be  important  to  create  a  new  course,  which 
would  teach  the  history  of  the  three  monotheisms,  without 
focusing  almost  exclusively  on  Christianity,  as  it  is  the  case  of 
today,  even  though  it  is  an  important  heritage  for  French  history. 
This  course  would  also  devote  time  to  the  religious  systems  of 


105 


Mireille  le  Breton 


Greece  and  Rome,  and  to  the  spiritual  values  of  the  African 
societies,  of  Asian  societies  (Indian  union  and  China:  Animism, 
Buddhism,  Hinduism,  Chinese  spiritualities),  which  are 
completely  absent  from  French  workbooks.  Developers  of  this 
new  curriculum  and  methodology  contend  that  this  would  help 
distance  pupils  from  the  established  ethnocentric  way  of  teaching 
History.  Many  more  goals  are  to  be  achieved  should  this  course 
be  implemented: 

The  first  of  these  goals  is  related  to  cultural  heritage. 
This  course  would  give  the  pupils  the  tools  for  understanding  the 
cultural  and  religious  heritage  not  only  of  France,  as  is  the  case 
today,  but  that  of  other  civilizations,  "Heritage  de  rHumanite." 
The  second  goal  is  aesthetical:  to  teach  them  the  critical  tools  to 
understand  and  analyze  the  artistic  expressions  of  the  various 
civilizations  of  the  world.  The  third  goal  is  civic.  The  course 
would  allow  pupils  to  be  less  ignorant  in  matters  related  to 
religion,  and  therefore  would  lead  them  recognize  the  reality  and 
beauty  of  cultural  and  religious  pluralism.  The  Debray  report 
stated  that  it  would  help  them  "understand  the  world  in  which 
they  live"  (Debray  6).  Civic  also  in  the  sense  that  it  would  foster 
dialogue  and,  as  stated  in  the  Stasi  report,  develop  the  "mutual 
understanding  of  the  various  contemporary  cultures  and 
religions."  '  Intellectual  is  the  fourth  goal,  since  they  would  be 
armed  with  intellectual  tools  to  understand  the  world. 

Intellectual,  aesthetical,  civic  and  cultural  goals  coalesce 
to  transmit  tolerance  and  respect.  This  new  course  would  not 
only  teach  pupils  to  become  citizens  of  the  Republic,  but  also 
citizens  of  the  world,  breaking  away  from  the  old  ethno/europeo- 
centrist  way  of  teaching  History.  The  project  may  soon  see  the 
light,  but  opponents  are  still  very  active,  and  numerous:  on  the 
one  hand  the  "ultras  laiques"  (the  previously  called 
"neutralists"),  and  on  the  other  hand  the  "ultra  religieux"  (the 
"confessionalists"),  whose  ideas,  as  Jean-Pierre  Willaime, 
director  of  the  "Institut  Europeen  en  Sciences  des  Religions" 
explains,  seem  to  be  against  this  teaching  on  grounds  of  totally 


106 


Laicite  in  the  French  public  school  system 


different   reasons   and   beliefs,    but   ultimately   all    forbid   the 
historical  analysis  of  the  religious  fact: 

Entre  la  critique  reductionaliste  des  rationalistes,  qui 
dissout  l'objet  religion  au  motif  qu'il  s'agit  d'une  pure 
illusion  entretenue  par  les  pretres,  et  l'approche 
spirituelle,  qui  dissout  Pobjet  religion  au  motif  qu"il 
s'agit  d'une  realite  seulement  accessible  au  langage  de  la 
foi,  il  y  a  une  convergence  objective  pour  interdire  toute 
anayse  historique  des  phenomenes  religieux. 91 

If  the  radical  opinions  of  different  groups  are  united  against  this 
approach,  there  must  be  a  precious  lesson  to  be  gleaned  from  it. 

Conclusion 

If  the  2004  law  on  conspicuous  religious  signs  in  public 
schools  was  often  regarded  as  a  controversial  law,  it  was,  from  a 
judicial  perspective,  the  only  possible  way  to  bridge  the  gap 
between  the  ideal  of  laicite  and  its  institutional  implementation 
within  the  public  schools  system,  by  bringing  to  an  end  a 
complex  system  of  local  rights,  which  had  ruled  chaotically  for 
two  decades  almost.  A  new  conception  of  laicite  could  be 
envisioned  here,  a  "'laicite  en  mouvement"  which  would  no 
longer  approach  religion  at  school  from  a  preventive/protective 
point  of  view,  but  from  an  educational  one  too.  To  this  end, 
creating  a  course  on  the  history  of  religions  in  schools  would 
replace  the  logic  of  exclusion,  the  "neither...  nor"  which  forces 
religions  to  remain  in  the  domain  of  what  is  forbidden  and  taboo 
in  schools,  by  a  logic  of  inclusion  and  intelligence,  where  all 
pupils  would  be  in  full  possession  of  their  rights  to  understand. 
Would  this  violate  the  principle  of  neutrality  of  the  school  space? 
Not  as  long  as  the  course  would  deliver  an  "objective"  and 
rational  teaching.  Laicite,  rather  than  being  an  obstacle  to  this 
teaching,  would  thus  become  one  of  its  conditions.  Not  only 
would  this  course  provide  French  pupils  with  critical  tools  for 
life,  but  it  would  also  form  them  as  citizens  of  the  World.  Pupils 
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would   consequently   be   prepared   to   start   in   life   with   the 
appropriate  tools  of  knowledge. 

The  following  quote  by  Jacques  Myard  needs  to  be 
taken  into  consideration:  "La  democratic  est  mortelle,  elle  est 
reinvention  permanente."91  The  same  goes  for  "laicite,"  which  is 
consubstantial  to  democracy.  It  is  the  task  of  each  generation  to 
question,  to  understand  and  to  explain.  To  reach  this  aim,  the 
respect  of  two  conditions  is  imperative:  1 )  Freedom — certainly, 
but  only  as  long  as  it  is  regulated  by  the  laws  of  the  Republic — 
and  2)  Democracy.  French  society  today  must  find  the  way  to 
reconcile  these  two  conditions.  It  is  therefore  in  the  hands  of  the 
Education  Nationale  and  of  the  government  to  give  a  chance  to  a 
"positive  exception  francaise"  of  laicite,  which  would  allow 
these  two  conditions  to  be  followed,  by  teaching  the  history  of 
religions  within  French  public  schools.  France  could  thus 
become  with  Germany  and  Great-Britain,  who  have  indeed 
already  started  to  develop  such  courses,  one  of  the  "laboratories" 
for  a  developing  Europe. 


Notes 


'8  "Loi  du  15  mars  2004  encadrant,  en  application  du  principe  de 
laicite,  le  port  de  signes  ou  de  tenues  manifestant  une 
appartenance  religieuse  dans  les  ecoles.  colleges  et  lycees 
publics.  "  Legifrance,  Le  service  public  de  la  diffusion  du  droit. 
J.  O  n°  65  du  i  7  mars  2004  page  5190.  7  February  2007.  < 
http://www.  legifrance.  gouv. 

fr/WAspad/UnTexteDeJorf?numio=MENX040000 1  L> 
69  Guy  Bedouelle  (ed.),  Une  Republique.  des  religions.   Pour  une 
laicite  ouverte  (Paris:  L' Atelier,  2003). 

'  Numerous  articles  written  by  intellectuals  and  activists  in 
France,  and  worldwide,  were  published  in  2003  to  express 
indignation  in  face  of  the  possibility  of  the  passing  of  a  law, 
which  would  ban  religious  signs  in  French  public  schools.    The 
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question  of  expelling  pupils  from  public  schools  was  one  of  the 
recurring  arguments  put  forth  by  the  opponents  of  the  law. 
71  Alain  Badiou  writes:  "En  verite,  la  Loi  foulardiere  n'exprime 
qu'une  chose  :  la  peur.  Les  Occidentaux  en  general,  les  francais 
en  particulier,  ne  sont  qu'un  tas  frissonnant  de  peureux.  De  quoi 
ont-ils  peur  ?  Des  barbares,  comme  toujours.  Ceux  de 
l'interieur,  les"  jeunes  des  banlieues";  ceux  de  Texterieur,  les 
"terroristes  islamiques".  Pourquoi  ont-il  peur  ?  Parce  qu'ils  sont 
coupables,  mais  se  disent  innocents.  "  Alain  Badiou,  "Derriere 
la  loi  foulardiere,  la  peur,"  Le  Monde,     22-23  March  2004. 

Daniel  Beresniak,  Laicite,  pourquoi?  (Saint-Esteve:  Cap 
Beards  editions,  2005)  9.  Translations  are  mine. 

73  Beresniak,  Laicite  9. 

74  Daniel  Beresniak  gives  an  interesting  analysis  of  the 
condemnable  power  relationship  between  dominator  and 
dominated  in  the  context  of  laicite.  Beresniak,  Laicite  10. 

These  being,  of  course,  the  words  Jesus  spoke  when  the 
Romans  invaded  Palestine.  Mathieu  22  :  21. 

"Article  10  -  Nul  ne  doit  etre  inquiete  pour  ses  opinions, 
memes  religieuses,  pourvu  que  leur  manifestation  ne  trouble  pas 
l'ordre  public  etabli  par  la  loi".  26  aout  1789.  Declaration  des 
Droits  de  V Homme  et  du  Citoyen.  Aout  2001.  Ministere  de  la 
Justice.  7  February  2007.  <http://www.  justice,  gouv. 
fr/textfond/ddhc.  htm> 

7  Loi  du  9  decembre  1905  relative  a  la  separation  des  Eglises  et 
de  TEtat.  n  9  decembre  1905.  Assemblee-Nationale.  7  February 
2007.  <http://www.  assemblee-nationale.  fr/histoire/eglise- 
etat/sommaire.  asp> 

5  Article  ler:  La  Republique  assure  la  liberie  de  conscience. 
Elle  garantit  le  libre  exercice  des  cultes  sous  les  seules 
restrictions  edictees  ci-apres  dans  Pinteret  de  l'ordre  public. 

Loidu  9  decembre  1905  relative  a  la  separation  des  Eglises  et 
del'Etat.  " 

80  "Une  ere  nouvelle  va  s'ouvrir  dans  le  conflit  scolaire:  celle  de 
la  crise  moderne  [...]  La  politique  n"a  cesse  de  servir  de  toile  de 
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fond  au  conflit  scolaire.  C'est  elle  qui,  plus  que  les  theories 
philosophiques,  va  dormer  naissance  au  concept  moderne  de 
laicite".  Roger  Labrusse,  La  Question  scolaire  en  France 
(Paris  :  Presses  Universitaires  de  France,  2nd  ed.  ,  1997)  36. 

81  "Loi  du  28  mars  1882  rendant  l'enseignement  primaire 
obligatoire.  "28  Mars  1882.  Assemblee-Nationale.   7  February 
2007.  <http://www.assemblee-nationale. 
fr/histoire/loiferry/sommaire.  asp> 

82  On  preserving  religious  neutrality,  see  Henri  Pena-Ruiz' 
analysis,  Histoire  de  la  laicite  (Paris:  Gallimard,  2005)  74. 

83  Mireille  Estivalezes,  Les  Religions  dans  l'enseignement  laique 
(Paris:  Presses  Universitaires  de  France,  2005)  15. 

84  Quoted  in  Pena-Ruiz  86.  Translations  are  mine. 

85  Pena-Ruiz,  86.  Translations  are  mine. 

Pena-Ruiz,88.    Translations  are  mine.     See  also  Emmanuel 
Brenner  (ed.),  Les  Territoires  perdus  de  la 
Republique  (Paris:  Mille  et  une  nuits,  2002). 

7  Jacques  Chirac,  "Lettre  de  Mission  du  President  de  la 
Republique  a  Mr.  Bernard  STASI,  president  de  la  commission 
de  reflexion  sur  1' application  du  principe  de  laicite  dans  la 
Republique.  " 

Elysee.   3  Juillet  2003.   7  February  2007.   <http://www.   elysee. 
fr/elysee/francais/interventions/lettres_et_messages/2003/juillet/l 
ettre_de_mission_du_president_de_la_republique_a_m_bernard 
_stasi_president_de_la_commission_de_reflexion_sur_l_applicat 
ion_du_principe_de_laefcite_dans_la_republique.   1037.  html> 

*   Quoted   in   Estivalezes,     L ' Enseignement   2.      From    Emile 
Durkheim,      L' Evolution     pedagogique     en     France     (1938 
(posthume);  Paris:  Puf  "quadrige",  1999)  368. 
59  Regis  Debray,  "L'enseignement  du  fait  religieux  dans  l'Ecole 

laique.     "  31   fevrier  2002.     La  Documentation  francaise. 7 

February  2007.  <http://lesrapports.  ladocumentationfrancaise. 
fr/BRP/024000544/0000.  pdf> 

"'  Bernard  Stasi,  "Commission  de  reflexion  sur  l'application  du 
principe  de  laicite  dans  la  Republique."  3     Juillet  2003.     La 
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documentation  francaise.  7  February  2007.  <http : //lesrapports. 
ladocumentationfrancaise.  fr/BRP/034000725/0000.  pdf> 

91  Quoted  in  Christian  Bonrepaux,  "L'enseignement  du  fait 
religieux:  au  nom  de  la  loi,"  Le  Monde  de  V Education,  May 
2005. 

92  Jacques  Myard  (ed.  ),  La  La'icite  au  cceur  de  la  Republique 
(Paris:  L'Harmattan,  2003)  8. 
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Maria  Mamtella  Coelho  Glaziou  Tavares,  University  of  Coimbra 

Ma  seconde  incursion  aux  U.  S.  A.94  n'a  sans  doute 
point  affaibli  1"  argumentation  soutenue  dans  ma  communication 
originelle.  Toutefois,  tout  naturellement,  cette  derniere  a  ete 
assujettie  au  processus  d'une  relecture  post-Los  Angeles.  Ce 
voyage  a  peaufine  ma  vision  et  mon  imaginaire  de  F  Amerique  et 
m'a  menee  a  repenser  mon  interpretation  de  la  plus  recente  des 
oeuvres  de  Bernard-Henri  Levy,  American  Vertigo  :  Traveling 
America  in  the  Footsteps  o/Tocqueville. 

Le  but  etait  de  convaincre  Fauditoire  que  F intelligentsia 
fran9aise  mene,  depuis  plus  de  deux  cents  ans,  une  guerre 
unilaterale  («  unipolaire  »  est  un  terme  plus  a  la  mode  ci  jours- 
ci),  preventive  et  imaginaire  contre  Fempire  (?)  americain.  Cette 
offensive,  joyau  de  F  exception  fran9aise  qu'elle  sublime  et 
definit,  est  plus  generalement  denominee  «  antiamericanisme 
fran9ais  ».  II  s'agit  d"une  forme  exceptionnelle  de  defense  de  l'« 
exception  fran9aise  »  qui,  fort  heureusement  d'ailleurs,  selon 
F  opinion  des  anti-antiamericains,  est  aussi  la  proie  d'une 
exception  confirmant  la  regie. 

II  faut  done  revenir  a  1' infrastructure  theorique  de  la 
premiere  communication  ecrite  pour  pouvoir  comprendre 
Fanalyse  posterieure.  Une  valse  a  trois  temps  ;  1)  Une  definition 
sommaire  de  V antiamericanisme  intellectuel  fran9ais  ;  2)  une 
presentation  de  Texceptionnel  phenomene  anti-ville  americaine, 
si  cher  aux  intellectuels  fran9ais,  par  le  biais  des  ceuvres  de 
Louis-Ferdinand  Celine  ( Voyage  an  bout  de  la  nuit),  Simone  de 
Beauvoir  (L  'Amerique  an  jour  lejour  1947)  et  celle  de  Bernard- 
Henri  Levy  (American  Vertigo);  et,  flnalement,  3)  la  redaction 
d'une  nouvelle  conclusion  ou  celle  d'une  conclusion  nouvelle, 
plus  personnelle,  echo  de  Fevolution  et  des  remous  de  Fapres- 
L.A.  C'est  dire  a  quel  point  Fexceptionnalite  fran9aise  est 
envisagee  et  envisageable  aux  quatre  coins  du  monde,  y  compris 
et  surtout  meme,  en  plein  coeur  de  F  Amerique  mediatisee. 
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L'antiamericanisme  intellectuel  francais  est  un 
phenomene  d'exception  qui  repose  sur  trois  piliers  :  sa  longevite, 
ses  serviteurs  infatigables  et  leur  intarissable  discours  depourvu 
de  la  pensee  rationnelle  mais  comble  de  F  expression  dechainee 
de  sentiments  contradictoires.  Les  antiamericains  francais 
erigent  leur  Amerique  sur  une  image  deformee,  a  partir  d'une 
vision  amblyope  de  la  meme,  focalisee  surtout  sur  ses  defauts, 
grossis  par  une  loupe  pointilleuse.  II  semble  que  la  seule  vraie 
exception  culturelle  francaise  soit  celle  de  ce  puissant  et  si 
deroutant  mouvement  antiamericain  intellectuel  qui  s'achame  a 
produire  un  discours  stereotype,  remache,  parfait  de  donnees 
subjectives  reposant  sur  la  rancune  et  Forgueil  contrefait.  Ce 
betisier  ne  sied  guere  aux  preceptes  de  la  pensee  cartesienne. 

L' hyperbole  est  la  figure  de  style  de  choix  de  cette 
obsession  (Revel),  de  ce  pret-a-penser  retrograde  et  chauvin 
(Pierre  Rigoulot),  de  cette  longue  tradition  bicentenaire  unissant 
tous  les  secteurs  politiques,  religieux,  philosophiques  et 
litteraires  (E  Plnribus  Uniun!)  qui  se  constitue  au  gre  des  vents 
de  l'Histoire  et  des  petites  histoires  du  quotidien  des  relations 
franco-americaines.  L'antiamericanisme  intellectuel  "made  in 
France"  que  Ton  aurait  cru  pondere  est  un  leurre  :  il  est  exces, 
abces  et  volupte.  Cette  passion  maladive  est  prisee  par  Felite 
culturelle  et  par  la  "France  profonde".  Cette  exceptionnelle 
attitude  intellectuelle  francaise  est  a  double  tranchant:  les 
intellectuels  qui  s'en  eloignent  sont  forcement  exceptionnels  et 
les  "American  Studies"  s'enrichissent  sur  V Amerique  aux  depens 
de  la  verve  anti-americaine.  L'anti-americanisme  devient  alors 
une  forme  exceptionnelle  de  decouverte  de  F Amerique,  de  la 
France  et  de  leurs  relations  et  l'une  des  plus  passionnantes 
formes  d'expression  de  Y  exception  culturelle  francaise. 

Quelle  est  Forigine  de  Fexpression  exception  culturelle 
francaise?  Elle  surgit  ponctuellement  d'abord  dans  les  annees 
quatre-vingt  lorsque  la  loi  Toubon  declare  la  guerre  a  F usage  et 
Fabus  des  termes  anglophones  dans  la  vie  quotidienne  et 
culturelle  francaise.  Elle  est  officialisee  vers  1993,  par  les 
producteurs  et  realisateurs  du  cinema  francais.     II  faut  lutter 
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contre  le  malfaiteur  GATT  (General  Agreement  on  Tariffs  and 
Trade)  dont  les  accords  toujours  plus  tendancieux  du  cote  du 
cinema  americain,  sont  en  passe  de  juguler  la  production 
francaise.  II  faut  avouer  que,  grace  a  cette  forme  de  resistance, 
Firreductible  village  des  producteurs  francais  s'impose  a  Fogre 
de  Feconomie  assurant  a  la  culture  le  droit  d'etre  protegee  et 
subsidise.96 

C'est  done  pour  faire  face  a  une  eminente,  somme  toute 
imaginaire,  invasion  americaine  du  cinema  europeen,  dans  un 
contexte  eminemment  culturel  (et  bien  sur  egalement 
economique),  que  F  expression  nait.  Depuis  lors,  elle  est  sur 
toutes  les  bouches,  utilisee  dans  tous  les  contextes,  en  particulier 
lorsque  FAmerique  est  tenue  pour  Fennemie. 

"L' exception  culturelle"  est  devenu  un  catch  phrase 
permettant  aux  Francais  qui  se  sentent  menaces  culturellement 
de  se  defendre  et  d"attaquer,  en  particulier,  le  fameux  empire 
americain  dont  Fexistence  et  la  definition  historico-conceptuelle 
restent  a  definir.  L '  "exception  culturelle  francaise"  pour  les 
antiamericains  consiste  done  en  F  affirmation  (par  la  repetition) 
de  la  suprematie  culturelle,  civilisatrice  et  historique  de  la 
France.  Le  terroir,  le  territoire,  la  communion  des  souches  et  des 
interets,  la  democratic,  le  culte  de  la  liberte  individuelle, 
FHistoire,  les  grands  hommes  sont  les  ingredients  de  la  potion 
magique  "exception  culturelle  francaise."  Dans  le  cadre  restreint 
des  relations  franco-americaines,  Fexceptionnalisme  americain 
est  scrupuleusement  omis  sauf  lorsque  le  Manifest  Destiny  est 
invoque.97  Bien  evidemment,  tous  les  pays  batissent  leur 
exceptionnalite  sur  ces  memes  premisses  mais  au  demeurant, 
pour  les  Francois,  elles  n'existent  qu'en  France.  Cette  exception 
est  d'autant  plus  perceptible  quand  elle  se  regarde  dans  le  miroir 
de  FAmerique.  La  France  s'affirme  dans  la  comparaison  quand 
elle  prone  Findifference. 

La  ville  americaine  a  ete  exceptionnellement  prisee 
(pour  le  meilleur  et  surtout  pour  le  pire)  par  Fantiamericanisme 
intellectuel  francais,  en  particulier  entre  les  annees  30  et  50. 9i 
Elle  incarne  toute  la  frenetique  et  vertigineuse  activite  de  F esprit 
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americain  et  abrite  tous  les  antagonismes  de  la  societe 
americaine.  La  ville  metonymise  tous  les  maux/mots  dont 
FAmerique  est  accusee  :  trop  grande,  trop  quadrillee,  trop 
geometrique,  trop  chaude,  trop  sale,  trop  standardised,  trop 
bruyante,  trop  brillante,  trop  sombre,  trop  pressee,  trop  verticale, 
trop  phallique,  trop  letale,  trop  isolee,  trop  exposee,  trop  devouee 
et  centree  sur  le  duo  production/argent.  Trop  pauvre.  Trop 
riche.  Trop  bariolee  d'etres  humains  trop  differents.  Trop 
inhumaine,  trop  aseptisee,  trop  homogeneisee.  La  ville  est 
destitute  d'espaces  verts,  de  cafes,  de  convivialite,  de  quartiers, 
d'horizontalite.  Privee  surtout  de  THistoire  et  des  petites 
histoires  qui  proviennent  des  effluves  de  la  chaleur  humaine,  que 
colportent  les  concierges,  ces  herauts  modernes  de  la  culture. 
Depourvue  des  sens  qui  font  prendre  racine.  Soustraite  au 
pouvoir  de  Fetre  humain.  Vide,  nue  et  moribonde.  Elle  est 
semblable  a  une  immense  prison  dans  laquelle  des  automates 
sourient  pour  se  faire  croire  a  eux-memes  et  aux  autres  qu'ils 
existent,  qu"ils  sont  libres  et  heureux. 

Un  "pas  assez,"  "pas  tellement,"  "parfois,"  des 
modulateurs  de  discours,  auraient  pu  faire  F  affaire:  manque  de 
degres.  C'est  le  "trop"  qui  accuse  toute  la  ville  de  tout  et  de  rien, 
du  tout  et  de  son  contraire.  Le  "trop"  qui  trahit  F  amblyopic  Le 
trop  qui  est  en  trop  dans  la  production  litteraire  massive  et  variee 
de  cette  epoque  qui  se  veut  rationnelle. 

Devance  par  ses  trois  initiales,  B.  H.  L.,  Bernard-Henri 
Levy,  Tauteur  bcbg  a  outrance  du  fameux  ouvrage  L'ideologie 
franqaise  (1981),  est  Tune  des  exceptions  a  cette  exception 
cu/turelle  francaise  de  la  mauvaise  pensee.  II  s'agit,  selon  les 
mauvaises  langues,  de  Tun  des  derniers  specimens  du  veritable 
homo  inteUectus  francais.  Dans  American  Vertigo  :  Traveling 
America  in  the  Footsteps  ofTocqueville,™  publie  d'abord  aux  U. 
S.  A.,  il  tisse  une  critique  justifiee  et  justifiable  aux  aspects 
americains  qu'il  recense.100  II  dresse  dans  son  epilogue  le  tableau 
d'une  Amerique  toujours  aussi  contradictoire,  grandiose, 
puritaine,  autocritique,  aux  affres  de  la  censure  exercee  par  ses 
concitoyens,  exposee  enfin,  sans  peur  et  sans  reproche,  aux 
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critiques  du  reste  du  monde.101  Dans  son  texte,  il  s'agit  d'une 
Amerique  qui  se  sait  exceptionnelle  et  dont  les  exceptions 
constituent  des  regies  contestables  et  contestees. 

BHL  n"a  pas  soustrait  les  villes  americaines  de  son 
regard  aiguise:  Seattle  est  meme  Felue  de  son  cceur.  Neanmoins, 
a  plusieurs  reprises,  BHL  est  atteint  d'un  vertige  anti-ville 
americaine102  ou  anti-ville  a  I  'anti-americaine.  Par  deux  fois,  il 
se  sert  des  poncifs  et  des  angles  des  regards  d'autres  intellectuels 
antiamericains  pour  fustiger  le  vertige  americain  sans,  fort 
heureusement,  se  convertir  a  Fantiamericanisme.  BHL  suit  ainsi 
dans  ses  elans  passionnels  antiamericains  stereotypes  et  ses 
relents  intellectuels  anti-cliches  deux  autres  monstres  sacres  de  la 
culture  francaise:  Louis-Ferdinand  Celine  et  Simone  de 
Beauvoir.  Les  ceuvres  Voyage  au  Bout  de  la  Nuit  et  L  'Amerique 
au  Jour  le  Jour  1947  sont,  a  tort  ou  trop  vite,  taxees 
d' antiamericanisme.  Celine,  de  Beauvoir  et  Levy  gravitent  entre 
la  fascination  et  les  reticences.104  Cela  donne  evidemment  le 
vertige. 

Le  New  York  de  Celine  est  debout,  sombre, 
deshumanise  et  deshumanisant,  aseptique,  assujetti  au  dieu  dollar 
mais  les  femmes  y  sont  belles,  la  lumiere  envahit  les  ruelles  et 
les  pauvres  semblent  avoir  la  meme  vie  qu'a  Paris.  Les 
concierges  manquent  a  Tappel  mais  Celine  s'adresse  pourtant 
bien  aux  concierges  des  hotels.  La  contradiction  persiste  et  signe 
chez  Simone  :  elle  trahit  la  fascination  enorme,  1"  amour  meme 
pour  le  New  York  de  Tapres-guerre,  ou  Tabstraction  et  la 
mythification106  regnent.  Neanmoins  la  chaleur  humaine  guette  a 
la  table  des  rares  cafes  de  la  ville  (Simone  parcourt  plusieurs 
cafes),  par  la  presence  trop  discrete  des  concierges,  dans  la 
geometrie  des  rues  et  entre  des  lambeaux  d'Histoire.  La 
negation  de  Findividualite  n'est-elle  pas  non  plus  evoquee  par 
Texistentialisme?  Jusqu'a  quel  point  ne  s'applique-t-elle  qu'a 
New  York. 

Les  trop  et  les  pieces  manquantes  de  la  ville  sont  done 
enumerees  par  des  intellectuels  francos  qui  ont  comme  modele 
leur  ville  de  Paris.    Heureusement,  la  fascination  et  la  pensee 


117 


Maria  Mamiella  Coelho  Glaziou  Tavares 


l"emportent  sur  les  stereotypes  (lus  par  Simone  et  qiTelle  refere 
dans  son  journal):  le  resultat  est  equilibre  pour  les  deux  auteurs. 
Celine  s'en  prend  a  cette  part  noire  de  la  ville  qui  existe  dans 
toutes  les  grandes  villes  (quelque  soit  le  regime  :  democratique, 
communiste,  fasciste,  etc.)  et  qui  s'abat  sur  les  pauvres.  Simone 
medite  sur  des  concepts  philosophiques  qui  ont  trait  sans  doute  a 
la  societe  americaine  mais  que  Ton  retrouve  dans  chaque  societe 
moderne.  Ce  sont  des  determinateurs  communs  a  n'importe 
quelle  ville  du  monde  :  la  densite  et  la  tension  qui  y  regnent  et 
qui  les  font  vivre  saisissent  et  alterent  1"  individuality,  le  contact 
humain  de  qualite  et  la  culture  des  traditions  et  des  acquis 
sociaux. 

BHL  decrit  comme  suit  la  ville  de  Los  Angeles.107  La 
conference  s'y  tenant,  ne  pas  saisir  cette  aubaine  eut  ete  une 
erreur  strategique.10 

De  meme  qu'il  y  a  un  langage  des  reves,  il  y  a  un 
langage  des  villes,  plus  ou  moins  bien  forme,  plus  ou 
moins  elegant  ou  lisible  [...].  Car  que  faut-il  pour 
qu'une  ville  soit  lisible?  Ilfaut  qu  'elle  ait  un  centre.  Or 
Los  Angeles  n  'a  pas  de  centre.  Elle  a  des  zones,  des 
quartiers,  voire  des  villes  dans  la  ville  qui  ont,  chacune. 
une  sorte  de  centre  [...]  (j'en  passe  !  la  ville  ne  compte- 
t-elle  pas,  officiellement,  quatre-vingt-quatre  quartiers 
ou  Ton  parle  cent  vingt  langues  ?)[...]. 

//  faut,  deuxiemement,  qu  'elle  ait  une  I i mite  a 
partir  de  laquelle  elle  se  dissout  ou  se  defait.  Or  Los 
Angeles  n'a  pas  de  limite.  C'est  avec  Tokyo,  la  ville 
illimitee,  indeterminee  par  excellence  [...]  II  faut. 
troisiemement,  qu'elle  ait  un  ou  plusieurs  points  de 
surplomb  d'ou  elle  puisse,  comme  le  Paris  de  Notre- 
Dame  de  Paris  selon  Hugo,  etre  embrassee  dun  seul 
regard  [...]  la  vue  cavaliere  de  Hugo  [...].  [BHL 
s'apercoit  que],  parce  qu'elle  est,  comme  dans  la  scene 
d'ouverture  de  Mulholland  Drive,  toujours 
identiquement  et  a  perte  de  vue  illuminee,  elle  a  la 
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propriete  de  se  derober  systematiquement  a  la  double 
prise  de  L'oeil,  mais  aussi  de  rintelligence. 

//  faut  qu  'elle  ait  un  berceau  enfm  et  que  ce 
berceau  soit  un  berceau  vivant.  II  faut  qu'il  y  ait, 
quelque  part,  un  point  a  partir  duquel  Ton  ait  le 
sentiment  que  la  ville  s'est  produite  et  que  son  mode  de 
production  est,  aujourd'hui  encore,  intelligible  [...]. 
(BHL  1 53-57,  jesouligne) 

B.  H.  L.,  de  conclure,  que  L.  A.  est  une: 

ville  illisible  [qui  est  aussi]  une  ville  sans  Histoire.  Une 
ville  inintelligible  c'est  une  ville  dont  Fhistoricite  n'est 
plus  qu"un  remords  sans  age.  Et  une  ville  d'apres 
Vhistoricite  c'est  une  ville  dont  on  peut,  je  le  cretins, 
predire  la  mort prochaine.  (BHL  157,  je  souligne) 

L'emploi  conjugue  des  termes  "berceau "  et  "historicite" 
vehicule  le  noyau  du  probleme.  Leur  absence  soulignee  invoque 
la  sensation  de  manque  de  civilisation,  de  racine  de  L.  A.,  de 
Favis  de  FEuropeen,  surtout  du  Francais.  Comment  done  le 
meme  auteur  qui  s'en  prend  a  ceux  qui  nient  Fexistence  d"une 
Histoire  des  USA  peut-il  defendre  qu'une  ville  americaine  n'ait 
pas  de  berceau?  Soit  vouee  a  une  mort  prochaine? 
Contradictoire?  Une  caracteristique  antiamericaine.  Les  villes 
americaines  ont  une  histoire  qui  ressemble  fort  aux  tensions  et 
aux  enjeux  ideologiques  du  vertige  americain.  Elles  ont  sans 
doute  moins  de  musees  et  de  lieux  historiques  que  les  villes 
europeennes  (et  pour  cause,  elles  sont  plus  recentes)  ce  qui  ne 
veut  pas  dire  qu* elles  soient  moins  impregnees  des  contingences 
de  F  Histoire,  de  leur  developpement,  brodees  par  des  vagues 
successives  d'etres  humains  differents.  On  ne  peut  pas  comparer 
la  naissance  de  la  ville  americaine  avec  celle  de  la  ville  francaise. 
Les  aleas  et  les  causes  qui  ont  fait  croitre  les  villes  francaises, 
americaines  ou  japonaises,  ne  peuvent  etre  percues  a  Faide  de 
criteres   standardises.      Les   villes   americaines,   meme   celles 
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laissees  au  depourvu,110  sont  a  1' image  des  strates  de  pensees  qui 
construisent  et  ont  construit  LAmerique. 

BHL  en  profite  pour  denoncer  la  pauvrete  a  Los 
Angeles.  Y  aura-t-il,  sur  Terre,  une  megapole,  meme  certaines 
communes  bien  plus  modestes,  ou  Penvers  du  decor  soit  autre 
que  celui  des  pauvres  et  laisses  pour  compte?  La  pauvrete  n'est 
pas  le  propre  des  villes:  somme  toute,  les  villes  savent  mieux 
comment  la  cacher  et  la  nier  que  les  hameaux  d'Afrique,  du 
Juras  ou  du  Nebraska.  La  mondialisation  de  la  pauvrete  n'est 
pas  le  propre  de  la  ville  americaine  et  de  ce  Celine  deja  s'en  fit 
Fapotre.  Neanmoins,  tout  comme  Celine  et  Simone  de  Beauvoir, 
BHL  est  vraisemblablement  plus  fascine  que  degoute  par  la  ville 
americaine  :  "Qui  aime  bien,  chatie  bien." 

Trois  facteurs  m"ont  concede  Fopportunite  de  repenser 
et  de  revoir  ma  conclusion  :  le  temps  ecoule  ;  la  suggestion,  de  la 
part  du  departement  de  French  and  Francophone  Studies, 
d'envisager  un  texte  nouveau  pour  une  publication  possible  et  le 
depot  mental  du  brassage  des  idees  recues  lors  de  la  conference. 
Toutefois,  je  ne  renie  aucun  des  mots  proferes  et,  dans  un  souci 
de  remise  en  question  et  de  transparence  totalement  imbue 
d'humilite,  je  dois  citer  mes  propres  propos: 

Cette  exceptionnelle  incartade  antiamericaine  de  BHL  ne 
fait  que  confirmer  la  regie  de  son  regard 
exceptionnellement  equilibre  sur  TAmerique.  La  ville 
americaine  donne  le  vertige  des  sens  et  de  la  pensee  a 
Tun  des  plus  forts,  cultes  et  raisonnes  des  intellectuels 
fran^ais  :  voici  la  preuve  de  Texceptionnel  pouvoir  que 
la  ville  americaine,  done  LAmerique,  exerce  encore  sur 
les  Francais. 

Le  vertige  des  sens  agree  Tamelioration  des 
relations  unies  et  bilaterales  franco-americaines  par  une 
attitude  d'autocritique  constante  et  de  reevaluation  des 
connaissances  mutuelles.  Pour  TAmerique,  objet  et 
sujet  de  la  critique  mediatisee,  mondialisee,  ces  ecrits  de 
la  passion  revelent  Tinteret  majeur  que  sa  societe  suscite. 


120 


L  'Antiamericanisme  inte/Iectuel francais 


lis  insufflent  Tidee  que  Texceptionnalite  propre  a 
TAmerique  n'est  pas  acquise.  Cette  constatation  n'est 
pas  negative  :  elle  devient  un  critere  de  plus  a  considerer 
dans  la  gestion  de  son  image. 

Les  Francais  devraient  reduire  leur  auto- 
exceptionnalisation  pour  paraitre  moins  arrogants, 
chauvinistes  et  passeistes  dans  le  regard  des  autres. 
Toutefois,  en  tant  que  concept  theorique,  si  cette 
mythique  exception  est  Tun  des  rouages  de  la  mecanique 
de  Tidentite  francaise,  mieux  vaut  le  preserver,  le  penser 
tout  haut  et  le  questionner  que  de  s'en  servir  comme  une 
arme  desuete  contre  des  ennemis  qui  n'existent  pas. 

C'est  a  Los  Angeles  que  le  bat  blesse  et  que  les  plusieurs  sens  de 
T exception  francaise  et  americaine  se  rencontrent  au  carrefour 
du  theme  de  predilection  de  L.  F.  Celine,  Simone  de  Beauvoir  et 
B.-H.  Levy:  la  pauvrete.  L'image  que  je  garderai  de  Los 
Angeles  est  celle  de  la  presence  constante,  nue  et  crue  de  la 
pauvrete  au  royaume  du  reve  et  de  1"  argent.  Ce  souvenir  est 
simultanement  negatif  et  positif.  II  acquiesce  a  mon  besoin  de 
mieux  comprendre  les  rouages  de  la  societe  occidentale  regissant 
TEurope  et  les  USA.  II  me  permet  de  mieux  me  situer  dans  le 
monde  globalise  et  mediatise.  II  me  consent  le  pouvoir  de 
redefinir  mon  identite  et  celle  de  l'Autre.  II  accede  a  ce  que  je 
mette  en  question  des  acquis  et  cliches  sociaux  et  mentaux.  II 
m'alloue  F  opportunity  de  redessiner  les  limites  des  concepts 
exception  et  regie.  Je  suis  revenue  paradoxalement  plus  riche 
grace  a  ce  voyage  par  la  pauvrete. 

A  Los  Angeles,  la  ville  illimit.ee  de  Levy,  au  cceur  du 
monde  du  cinema  et  des  sensations  payantes,  la  pauvrete  est 
presente  partout,  non  plus  supposee  ou  masquee  par  la  recherche 
d'une  richesse  mentale  et  culturelle.  Elle  ne  s'y  affiche  point: 
elle  y  vit.  Elle  y  est  gratuite  et  sans  fard.  II  faut  rendre  justice  a 
Simone  et  a  Levy  qui  prisent  particulierement  ce  fait  americain 
du  contraste  pauvrete/richesse  car  il  est  etale  et  non  ravale  entre 
le  Fashion  District  et  le  Skid  Row  du  Downtown.  Les  deux 
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extremes  se  cotoient  d'une  facon  somme  toute  quelque  peu 
grossiere,  au  regard  de  FEuropeen. 

L'Amerique  est  associee,  surtout  par  les  antiamericains 
francais,  au  gain,  a  une  activite  de  fourmiliere,  pour  produire  de 
1' argent.  lis  lui  reprochent  de  vouloir  etre  riche  et  de  projeter  par 
les  media,  sur  les  marches  cette  richesse  dans  le  monde  entier. 
Neanmoins,  rien  de  moins  vrai.  L'Amerique  est  aussi  une 
societe  de  pauvres,  de  parasites,  d'obeses  et  d'anorexiques 
mentaux  et  sociaux.  Seuls  les  intellectuels  francais,  pour  la 
plupart,  semblent  Fignorer,  dans  leurs  ecrits,  preferant  vociferer 
contre  FAmerique  gounnande.  Ce  paradoxe  de  la  pauvrete 
viscerale  chez  les  riches  ne  constitue  pas  un  paradoxe 
exceptionnel lenient  americain.  Que  dire  de  FAfrique,  ce 
richissime  continent,  voue  a  une  pauvrete  sociale,  mentale  et 
historique  quasi  viscerale? 

Les  intellectuels  francais  visent  tout  particulierement, 
dans  leur  discours  supposement  cartesien,  le  critere  de 
Fobsession  materielle  de  FAmerique  imperialiste.  lis  s'en 
servent  pour  lutter  contre  cette  invasion  psychologique  qu'ils 
eprouvent  en  retorquant  par  Tetalage  orgueilleux  de  leur  richesse 
et  suprematie  culturelle.  Deux  erreurs  grossieres  trahissent  leur 
ignorance  et  leur  orgueil  contrefait :  1)  TAmerique  n'est  pas  la 
terre  des  riches  et  celle  des  pauvres  d'esprit ;  et  2)  La  richesse 
culturelle  francaise  n'est  pas  une  exception  et,  quant  meme  le 
serait-elle,  elle  ne  pourrait  offusquer  Texistence  et  le  souci  de  la 
pauvrete  mentale  et  materielle. 

Les  emeutes  d'octobre/novembre  2005,  visibles  sur 
toutes  les  chaines  internationales,  ont  rappele  aux  Fran9ais,  que 
la  pauvrete  materielle,  sociale  et  mentale  existe  en  France.  Que 
les  emigres  aux  couleurs  variees,  et  pis,  de  credo  et  de 
«  culture  »  differente,  sont  ghettoises  depuis  les  annees  60 
dans  les  "banlieues"  (leurs  residants  emploient  le  terme  "zone") 
poulaillers  pompeusement  baptises  HLM.  '  Le  vocable 
"francais"  s'appliquent  tout  autant  a  Zinedine  qu'a  Pedro  ou 
Jean,  mais  il  est  preferable  d'etre  blanc  ou  alors  joueur  de 
football  pour  etre  citoyen  de  la  Republique.11   Le  slogan  "Black, 
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Blanc,  Beur"  rfest  pas  la  traduction  banale  d'une  realite  que  Ton 
ne  trouve  qu'a  Los  Angeles,  sur  toute  la  ligne  de  metro  aerien 
720,  entre  Downtown  N°l  et  Santa  Monica...  pas  la  peine  d'aller 
si  loin:  au  premier  virage,  apres  Roissy-Charles  de  Gaulle, 
T  esprit  Louis  Vuitton  et  Rene  Descartes  disparait  dans  la  brume 
du  93,  tout  aussi  polluee  que  celle  des  alentours  de  Los  Angeles. 

Aussi  les  intellectuels  francais  antiamericains  se  sont-ils 
specialises  dans  la  critique  amblyope  mais  massive  de  la  richesse 
americaine  materielle  doublee  d'une  totale  pauvrete  mentale  et 
culturelle.  Les  rares  intellectuels  francais  qui  planchent  sur 
FAmerique  d'une  forme  raisonnee  et  critique,  dans  des  oeuvres 
moins  connues  et  done  moins  vendues  (et  vice  versa),  s'en 
prennent  (parfois  d'une  fa9on  erronee  ou  trop  floue)  aux  causes 
qui  justifient  la  pauvrete  qui  sevit  en  Amerique.  Les  plus 
attentifs  et  curieux  scruteurs  de  FAmerique  sont  en  passe  de 
reveler  qu'il  y  avait  certes  35.9  millions  de  pauvres  en  2003  aux 
USA,  vivant  en-dessous  du  seuil  de  la  pauvrete114  mais  encore 
faut-il  se  mettre  d'accord  sur  la  definition  quantitative  du  dit 
seuil  Une  recherche  sur  Internet  du  chiffre  precis  du  nombre 
effectif  de  pauvres  en  France  est  une  tache  pointilleuse  :  les  aleas 
des  pourcentages  semblent  vouloir  rendre  opaque  une  realite 
honteuse  et  devastatrice.  Les  40  millions  de  pauvres  aux  USA 
(300  millions  d'habitants  au  20  octobre  dernier)  versus  les  trois 
millions  ou  plus  de  pauvres  Francais  caches  (pour  63,4  millions 
d'habitants)115  font  palir  les  friands  des  chiffres  de  la  concorde. 

Sur  le  terrain  americain  ou  sur  le  terroir  francais,  la 
pauvrete  materielle  abonde  et  n'est  plus  Fexception  mais  la 
regie  :  alors  pourquoi  restreindre  la  critique  aux  aspects  les  plus 
visibles  (invasion  de  la  culture  de  masse,  imperialisation, 
ingerence  et/ou  isolation  politique,  etc.)  lorsque  les  intellectuels 
francais  pourraient  se  servir  du  richissime  etat  de  pauvrete  des 
Americains  pour  essayer  de  mieux  comprendre  la  realite 
americaine  et  la  leur  ? 

II  vaut  mieux  ne  point  juger  F autre  par  le  biais  d'un 
argument  qui  devoilerait  toute  la  pauvrete  mentale  et  materielle 
de  la  societe  francaise.   S'apercevoir  que  la  France,  riche  de  son 
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histoire  et  de  ses  moeurs,  est  pauvre  d* esprit  dans  sa  vision  de  soi 
et  des  autres  et  constater  que  la  France  voit  mal  ou  ne  veut  plus 
rien  voir  est  une  realite  que  Ton  ne  saurait  voir.  C'est  ainsi 
qu'une  exception  devenue  regie  en  Amerique  et  en  France,  la 
pauvrete  materielle,  devient  le  carrefour  ou  deux  societes  se 
croisent.  De  fait,  la  France  pense  aussi  materiel  mais  ne  saurait 
Fadmettre,  mettant  en  scene  F argument  de  F exception  culturelle. 
Tandis  que  les  Americains  mettent  tout  sur  scene  y  compris  leur 
pauvrete  materielle  et  leur  manque  de  capacite  reelle  pour  en 
venir  a  bout. 

Le  touriste  non  americain  a  Los  Angeles  a  done 
F impression  de  deambuler  sur  une  scene  de  Crash116  (Oscar  pour 
le  meilleur  film  2006)  mais  il  est  confronte,  par  Fodorat,  la  vue 
et  le  toucher,  a  la  realite  du  monde  qui  vit  en  dessous  des  lettres 
mythiques  :  HOLLYWOOD.  "Ceci  n'est  pas  un  film"  semblent- 
elles  vouloir  dire.  Tout  d'un  coup,  il  se  retrouve  sur  Sunset 
Boulevard  et  son  regard  croise  celui  d'un  Asian- American. 
L'Amerique  e'est  cela  aussi  :  on  en  prend  plein  la  vue,  dirait-on 
sur  un  registre  populaire,  mais  le  trompe-Fceil  est  reserve  a 
Universal  Studios. Dans  la  Rancy  de  Celine  (en  1932),  (ou  les 
"quartiers  du  9-3"  de  Villepin  avant  2005),  la  pauvrete  etait 
releguee  aux  maisons-close,  a  Fintimite  d'un  pavilion  ou  a  la 
cage  d'escalier  des  HLM.  Les  questions  de  la  laicite,  le  mois  de 
novembre  de  2005,  les  effets  secondaires  de  la  vie  en  union 
(europeenne)  ont  saute  des  tiroirs  des  chercheurs  du  CNRS 
(Centre  Nationale  de  Recherche  Scientifique)  et  de  FINSEE 
(Institut  National  de  la  Statistique  et  des  Etudes  Economiques) 
directement  sur  les  ecrans  de  television.  Mais  il  ne  s'agissait  pas 
d'un  film  d'auteur.  Parler  de  la  pauvrete  est  devenu.  a 
proprement  dire,  une  forme  d'exception  culturelle.  Comment 
pourrait-on,  en  toute  legitimite,  sous  peine  d'encourir  le  mepris 
des  siens,  sans  tomber  dans  la  contradiction,  evoquer  la  pauvrete 
mentale  de  ceux  qui  vivent  dans  un  pays  si  riche  et  si 
exceptionnel  qifil  en  ignore  le  nombre  de  ses  pauvres  materiels? 

Un  petit  voyage  a  Los  Angeles,  les  communications  des 
Europeens  et  Americains  presents  a  Royce  Hall  pour  parler  de  la 
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France  et  de  sa  relation  avec  1" exception  suffisent  pour  saisir 
toute  Fexceptionnelle  plasticite  du  terme  "exception  culturelle  ". 
Elles  ne  font  que  stimuler  Fappetit  pour  plus  de  recherche  et 
d'analyses  nouvelles  sur  les  societes  americaine  et  francaise  et 
leurs  exceptions  nationales.  La  pauvrete  des  ames  et  des  biens 
materiaux  ne  serait  qu'un  pretexte.  Un  pre-texte  deja  ourdi 
d'une  forme  plus  ou  moins  convaincante  par  toute  une  pleiade 
d'auteurs  antiamericains,  equationne  et  developpe  avec  brio  par 
Louis-Ferdinand  Celine  et  Simone  de  Beauvoir,  repris,  actualise 
et  voue  au  regard  critique  de  1' Autre,  par  Bernard-Henri  Levy. 
Entre  pretexte  et  pre-texte,  un  terrain  vierge  s'ouvre  au  regard 
critique  du  lecteur  avide  de  decouvertes  comme  un  immense 
sillon  :  la  pauvrete  persiste  et  signe  en  France  et  aux  USA.  Cette 
exceptionnelle  persistance  de  la  pensee,  des  moeurs  et  des 
statistiques  est,  malheureusement,  Fexceptionnel  denominateur 
commun  aux  amblyopes  francais  et  americains.  L'exception  est 
un  etat  qui  permet  d'etre  et  de  se  renouveler  :  FHistoire  fran9aise 
et  americaine  ne  saurait  Foublier.  Le  concept  de  1" exception  est 
Fun  des  rouages  qui  regule  leur  identite.  II  n'est  fort 
heureusement  pas  le  seul.  Ceci  n'est  pas  une  conclusion 
nouvelle:  il  s'agirait  plutot  d'un  nouveau  desir  de  point  de 
depart,  sur  Faxe  entre  Paris  et  Los  Angeles.  Et  vice  versa. 


Notes 


93  Le  texte  que  voici  est  le  produit  fini,  revu  et  corrige  de  la 
communication  «  L'anti-americanisme  inteUectuel  francais  : 

F exception  culturelle  par  excellence  ?  »  presentee  dans  le  cadre 
de  la  conference  annuelle  du  departement  d' etudes  francaises  et 
francophones  de  FUniversite  de  Los  Angeles  (UCLA),  les  2  et  3 
novembre  2006. 

94  La  premiere:  New  York  en  2003. 

9' Bernard-Henri  Levy.  American  Vertigo:  Traveling  America  in 
the  Footsteps  ofTocqueville.  Paris:  Grasset,  2006. 
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)6  Jean-Benoit  Nadeau  and  Julie  Barlow.  "Strong  language.  " 
Sixty  Million  Frenchmen  Can't  Be  Wrong.  Napenille,  Illinois: 
Sourcebooks,  2003. 

"While  we  lived  there,  not  a  week  went  by  in  France  without  talk 
of  Texception  culturelle,  (the  cultural  exception).  Since  its 
creation,  at  the  beginning  of  the  1990s,  'Texception  culturelle' 
has  become  the  rallying  cry  of  all  those  who  oppose  the  idea  that 
culture  should  be  left  to  markets  alone.  The  idea  first  surfaced 
during  the  1993  round  of  discussions  before  the  signature  of  the 
GATT,  where  issues  of  intellectual  property  and  subsidies  were 
on  the  table  for  the  first  time.  At  the  time,  the  U.S.  film  industry 
was  calling  for  the  elimination  of  French  film  subsidies.  French 
filmmakers  and  intellectuals  rallied  together  and  put  forward  the 
concept  of  Texception  culturelle'[...].  The  French  managed  to 
win  over  other  European  countries,  then  other  GATT  member 
countries,  with  the  idea  of  Texception  culturelle'.  The  World 
Trade  Organization  now  accepts  the  notion  that  culture  has  to  be 
protected  and  subsidized. 

In  the  meantime,  the  term  'exception  culturelle'  has 
become  a  catch  phrase  the  French  use  to  justify  any  form  of 
resistance  to  Americanization.  French  trade  negotiators  and 
government  officials  have  become  defensive  about  the 
protectionist  overtones  the  term  has  internationally,  so  they  have 
started  to  use  the  expression'  cultural  diversity'  instead.  It  is,  of 
course,  ironic,  that  a  nation  so  bent  on  levelling  cultural 
differences  now  preaches  the  virtues  of  distinctiveness  and 
diversity  (174-175y. 

7  Elle-meme  constitute  par  un  amalgame  de  notions  et  de 
stereotypes  indifferencies... 

98  Amnesie  momentanee  et  sectaire  sur  l'absolutisme,  les 
ecrouelles  de  Louis  XIV,  les  invasions  napoleoniennes...  et 
autres  mauvaises  actions  francaises  qui  sont  enseignees  sous 
forme  de  deguisements  mythiques  aux  petits  Francais  ou 
carrement  omises  (jusqu'au  8  mai  2005:  le  cas  du  colonialisme 
francais). 
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99  Ce  qui  a  outre  plus  cTun  pseudo-intellectuel:  mais,  tout  a  fait 
normal,  pusique  BHL  ecrivait  des  chroniques  mensuelles  pour 
V Atlantic  Monthly.  II  a  egalement  repris  les  memes  themes 
chers  aux  antiamericanistes.  Parfois  pour,  d'autres  contre  :  le 
puritanisme,  F  argent,  le  sourire,  Fartificialite,  le  manque  de 
civilisation,  la  pauvrete  et  la  nature.  On  s'attendait  a  plus 
d'originalite. 

100  D'une  forme  objective  et  subjective  :  le  systeme  penitencier 
americain,  Finvasion  en  Irak  et  Finfluence,  en  grande  partie 
negative  des  neo-cons  dans  V administration  Bush,  etc. 

101  Dans  le  sens  que  Scavan  Bercovitch  octroie  au  terme. 

102  Seattle  et  Atlanta  sont  les  deux  villes  qui  Fattirent  le  plus  et 
qui  comptent  le  moins  de  defauts.. 

103  Le  titre  semble  indiquer  cette  voie  puisqu'il  renvoie  au 
precepte  de  FAmerique  maladive  (Le  cancer  americain. 
Dandieu  et  Aron).  II  n'en  n'est  rien  :  en  fait,  BHL  fait  reference 
au  vertige  que  Benjamin  Constant  associait  a  la  Terreur.  On 
s'apercoit,  surtout  dans  I' epilogue,  que  le  vertige  actuel  de 
FAmerique  reside  dans  la  politique  de  certains  « 
neoconservateurs  »  et  dans  le  vieux  tabou  que  Katrina  a  revele  : 
la  question  de  la  race.  Deux  vieilles  questions  americaines  :  la 
gestion  de  la  democratic  et  des  ses  habitants.  Mais  que  dira-t-on 
du  vertige  recent  dont  la  France  a  souffert  Fhiver  dernier  ? 
L'Amerique  a  le  vertige  et  donne  le  vertige  :  ce  qui  est  positif  et 
negatif.  On  retrouve  un  certain  equilibre  des  forces.  Le  vertige 
americain  est  particulierement  vivant  dans  la  ville  americaine 

104  Fascination  et  Reticences  expression  retiree  de  Foeuvre  de 
Jacques  Portes  Fascinations  and  Misgivings  publiee  en  1 990 
(bibliographic). 

105  Negation  de  F individuality  et  credo  en  Y American  Dream, 
participation  inconsciente  dans  un  systeme  penitentiaire  abstrait 
du  bonheur. 

106  L'imperialisme  de  Foptimisme  et  de  la  foi  dans  le  futur  d'ou 
Fincessant  sourire. 
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107  Levy,  Bernard-Henri.  "L'anti-ville."  American  Vertigo. 
Paris  :  Grasset,  2006.   153-157.  Apres  avoir  cite  Barthes  "Une 
ville,  c  'est  comme  un  texte,  a  dit  un  jour  Roland  Barthes"  (148). 

108  BHL  aurait  pu  citer  en  le  paraphrasant  quelque  peu  Woody 
Allen... «  Les  faubourgs  de  Los  Angeles  sont  en  quete  d'une 
ville  »... 

109  Ce  qui  expliquerait  T obsession  du  faux  et  du  culte  du  faux 
dont  BHL  parle  et  qui  revele,  de  fait,  un  sentiment  d'errance 
identificatoire,  «  normal  »  vis-a-vis  du  vieux  continent,  un 
phenomene  devoilant,  certes,  un  certain  sentiment  d'inferiorite 
que  Ton  retrouve  aussi  chez  les  pays  colonises. 

11,1  BHL  denonce  1* abandon  de  Buffalo  et  critique  le  desamour 
des  americains  envers  leurs  villes. 

111  Tandis  que  TAmerique,  a  la  meme  epoque,  prenaient 
conscience,  certes  dans  la  douleur,  des  affres  d'une  societe 
raciste,  sexiste  et  limitee,  une  prise  de  conscience  constamment 
en  cours  depuis  lors.« 

112  Habitation  a  loyer  modere. 

113  Le  critere   « fisc    »  Temportant  cependant  pour  ce  qui   est  de 
Tidentite. 

114  "La  pauvrete  en  France  :  Observatoires  des  inegalites."  6 
Janvier  2007.  <http://www.inegalites.fr/spip.php7article270>: 

La  definition  de  la  pauvrete  de  1'Insee  :  "Un  individu  ou  (un 
menage)  est  considere  comme  pauvre  lorsqu'il  vit  dans  un 
menage  dont  le  niveau  de  vie  est  inferieur  au  seuil  de  pauvrete. 
L'Insee,  comme  Eurostat  et  les  autres  pays  europeens,  mesure  la 
pauvrete  monetaire  de  maniere  relative  alors  que  d'autres  pays 
(comme  les  Etats-Unis  ou  le  Canada)  ont  une  approche  absolue. 
Dans  Fapproche  en  termes  relatifs,  le  seuil  est  determine  par 
rapport  a  la  distribution  des  niveaux  de  vie  de  V  ensemble  de  la 
population.  L'Insee  le  fixe  habituellement  a  50%  du  niveau  de 
vie  median  tandis  qu* Eurostat  privilegie  le  seuil  de  60  %  du 
niveau  de  vie  median.  "Le  niveau  de  vie  median  est  celui  pour 
lequel  la  moitie  des  personnes  ou  des  menages  gagne  moins." 
Attention  :  la  mesure  de  Tlnsee  ne  comprend  pas  les  revenus  du 
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patrimoine,  ce  qui  minimise  le  revenu  median  et  par  voie  de 
consequence  le  seuil  de  pauvrete. 

115  TVS  "Les  Echos"  statistique  datant  du  17  Janvier  2006. 

116  Crash  (scenario  et  realisation  de  Paul  Haggis;  LionsGate 
Entertainment,  2006). 
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